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Amazon Canada

First Novel Award

Congratulations to the winner of the forty-fourth
annual First Novel Award: Stéphane Larue for

The Dishwasher
(Biblioasis)

As the winner, Larue
receives a $60,000 prize.
The novel was translated
into English by Pablo
Strauss.

Cate Freeborn is the winner of
the Youth Short Story category
for “74 Percent of the Victims
of Nonfamily Abductions

Are Girls."”

Learn more at amazon.ca/fna
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Congratulations

to the winner of the
CJF-Facebook
Journalism Project
News Literacy Award

»

FIGHTING LUTTER CONTRE LA
FAKE NEWS DESINFORMATION

FEDERATION
PROFESSIONNELLE
DES JOURNALISTE
DU QUEBEC

The Montreal non-profit organization is recognized for
launching its #30secondes avant d’y croire project
(#30seconds to Check it Out), a program that aims

to educate students about misinformation and the
importance of credible sources. The project expanded its
reach last year to post-secondary students, focusing on
political misinformation.

The 3 annual CJF-Facebook Journalism Project News
Literacy Award celebrates journalistic efforts that
encourage Canadians to better understand and assess
the quality of news they consume, and includes a $10,000
prize. #30secondes avant d’y croire is supported by the
Government of Canada and le Ministére de I'éducation
For more information visit du Québec. Past recipients of the award include Agence
facebook.com/journalismproject Science-Presse (2019) and Radio-Canada (2018).

facebook Journalism Project Q;‘ e ndation

Facebook Canada is proud to support
Canadian news & innovation.

. La Fondation pour le
journalisme canadien
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Editor’s Letter

NEWSROOM in the
aftermath of a breaking
news event can look un-
naturally calm: rows of
desks, their occupants bent over
their work, trying to make sense
of what doesn’t make sense yet.
But there has been little preced-
ent for covering something like the
COVID-19 pandemic, which has dis-
rupted the very way we work. At The
Walrus, dozens of impromptu con-
versations that typically take place
among the editorial staff through-
out the day have been commuted to
instant messaging and structured,
almost awkwardly formal, digital
“check-ins.”

Trapped in our homes amid anxious
pets, busy spouses, and stir-crazy kids,
my colleagues and I have begun to admit
to sleeplessness and an overall sense of
uncertainty. Much has been made of the
ways the pandemic has disrupted how
we work, shop, go to school, see our fam-
ilies, and more—but perhaps one of the
unanticipated effects we’re just starting
to acknowledge is how much and how
quickly society is permanently changing.
As the adrenalin rush of the pandemic’s
first few months begins to wear off, our
resilience in dealing with new kinds of
pressure is starting to wear down. But
I've also noticed that people are con-
fronting areas of disagreement and com-
municating about them in a more open
and honest way than ever before.

My colleagues and I have been having
lengthy discussions about racism in re-
sponse to events like the killing of George
Floyd, in Minnesota, and continuing con-
versations about anti-Black and anti-
Indigenous violence in Canada. This has
included taking a hard look at how many
writers and artists of colour regularly

ILLUSTRATION BY GRAHAM ROUMIEU

contribute to our pages and the kinds

of assignments they receive. (For in-
stance: Does it routinely fall to journal-
ists of colour to address only diversity
issues?) We've also met recently with

Canadian Journalists of Colour and the

Canadian Association of Black Journal-
iststo talk about how to make The Walrus

a better organization.

In a world filled with bad news and
late-night social media “doomscrolling,”
we sought to develop this issue with
a focus on helpfulness instead of
hand-wringing. “Of Hope and Hobbits,”
an excerpt from Thomas Homer-Dixon’s
new book, Commanding Hope: The Power
We Have to Renew a World in Peril, dis-
cusses a relevant aspect of the timeless
classic The Lord of the Rings—how the
heroes draw on their diverse strengths
to vanquish a common enemy. Other
stories bring historical context to cur-
rent conditions. Vicky Mochama’s
essay, “The Giving Economy,” looks
at the practice of mutual aid, a long-
standing tradition in Black commun-
ities that some small businesses and

individuals are now trying to im-
plement as a step toward economic
recovery. And, in “Tables Turned,”
Corey Mintz examines the challen-
ges imposed on Canada’s multi-
billion-dollar restaurant industry
in a pandemic period, providing
insights into what the future of
dining out could be.

You’ll notice that this double
issue is bigger than most of our
print editions. As the pandemic
and its various forms of lockdown
continue, we have decided to pub-
lish two larger print editions instead
of four monthly editions this fall.
This will provide some financial
relief'in the form of lower postage
costs—and allow us to publish almost
the same amount of journalism in print.

We’re continuing to publish daily
online. Over the summer, we launched
Terra Cognita, a new, Indigenous-led
series guest-edited by Robert Jago. His
feature on Indigenous innovation in the
Americas, “The Hungry People,” appears
in this issue. The rest of the series can
be found at thewalrus.ca/terra-cognita.

Just as it’s hard to know how long
the changes we’re experiencing will be
with us, it’s equally hard to know how the
COVID-19 pandemic and its myriad social
and economic disruptions will be inter-
preted through the lens of history. If any-
thing, the past few months have drawn
attention to marginalized members of
our society, such as the elderly, essential
workers, and low-income families. In do-
ing so, they’ve also drawn attention to so
many things from the “before time” that
didn’t work. Our hope is that, through
journalism and art that document so-
ciety’s current upheavals, we’ll emerge
from this time into a better world. ®

— Jessica Johnson
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Contributors’
Notes

ALEXIS EKE

Cover illustration
“Illustrating this cover was interesting
because I've never had to create so
many faces in one piece. When people
look at a portrait, they re seeing it with
their eyes, and if the work looks as real as their own pair, it’s
easier for them to really notice the emotions behind it. There
are a lot of tiny components that need to come together to
make eyes look real. The most important one, I think, is the
eyelashes. If those are wrong, everything is wrong.”

Alexis Eke is an illustrator and designer based in Toronto.
Her clients include the Globe and Mail, the NBA, and Air Jordan.

VICKY MOCHAMA

“The Giving Economy,” p. 23

“Mutual aid is something I've always
known about. My mom and her friends
would get together, especially when
we moved to Canada from Kenya, to
pool resources somehow. Everyone

was a young African immigrant with not a lot of money, but
they made things happen. That’s the basis of my understand-
ing of how Black women survive, and it’s why I wanted to write

this piece now, about how we do it and the systems of resili-

ence that we have.”

Vicky Mochama has written for the Toronto Star, the Globe and
Mail, the Guardian, and the Washington Post.

‘ was avideo of a dinner party with dishes
made entirely from ingredients indigen-
ous to the Americas. I thought it would
be a good jumping-off point for a discussion. But, COVID-19. My
wife and T had put together a whole menu. After Aztec appetizers,
we’d move on to a spaghetti arrabbiata made with corn pasta and
fresh tomatoes, spiced with chilies, local herbs, and avocado oil.
We’d have an India-‘Indian’-inspired turkey dish. We’d finish
with a strawberry-topped mousse made with avocado, cocoa,
and agave syrup, which sounds weird but is rich and very sweet.”

Robert Jago is an entrepreneur, an occasional writer, and a member
of the Kwantlen First Nation and Nooksack Indian Tribe. He is
also the editor of Terra Cognita (thewalrus.ca/terra-cognita),
a new Indigenous storytelling project.

STEPHANIE NOLEN
“Tick Tock,” p. 46
“I was reluctant at first to offer the
world yet another story about ticks
and Lyme disease. But, as I began to
realize how many other pathogens
ticks in Canada can carry, this feature got a lot more interest-
ing. The more revolting facts I learned, the more horrifying
the details, the more exciting it became to write. In this year
of all years, when it’s so important for people to get outdoors
to maintain their sanity, it matters more than ever —people
need to know what’s in ticks.”

Stephanie Nolen is an eight-time National Newspaper Award
winner with expertise in international human rights and public
health issues.

v \« THOMAS HOMER-DIXON
“Of Hope and Hobbits,” p. 62
ye —
ok “J.R.R. Tolkien has many lessons for
us. In The Lord of the Rings, sometimes
things seem completely hopeless, as if
there’s no way out. But the characters
do find a way out, and I think there’s
areasonable chance that we’ll find a way out of our current crises,
such as climate change. I can’t tell my kids a story with a happy
ending, but I can tell them a story where they will have fulfilling
and meaningful lives, and it will be an exciting and challenging
adventure because there will be so much on the line this century.”

Thomas Homer-Dixon is a political scientist, professor, and author.
His most recent book, Commanding Hope, is out in September.

ILLUSTRATIONS BY ELENA VILTOVSKAIA
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The Cure for White Ladies

A bold reimagination of the novel from award-winning
Nishnaabeg storyteller Leanne Betasamosake Simpson,

author of This Accident of Being Lost.

— Dionne Brand, award-winning author of Theory

— Katherena Vermette, bestselling author

/ of The Break

ANANSI PUBLISHES VERY GOOD BOOKS —NANST houseoranansi.com  EA IR




16 THE WALRUS

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020

CLOSE TO HOME
In “Point of No Return” (June), Caro-
lyn Thompson does a commendable
job highlighting the devastating im-
pact of climate change on pastoral-
ists in the Horn of Africa. I grew up
- in East Africa and have long known
that displacement in the region is connected to climate
change. The area experiences perennial droughts and floods,
causing famines and destabilizing governments, and many
people who flee to other countries are both unable to return
home and unable to build new lives—the essence of being
stranded. Thompson also lays bare the profound injustice
of the situation: poor countries shoulder most of the burden
of hosting displaced people while rich countries, like Can-
ada, are those most complicit in the climate crisis. I believe
Canada has both a legal and a moral obligation to accept
climate refugees. The world must act collectively and deci-
sively to tackle climate change, hunger, and conflict, all of
which continue to cause human displacement and misery.

TRADE OFF
Derek H. Burney and Fen Osler Hampson’s analy-
sis of China’s international trade makes for a great
article (“Can We Repair Canada’s Trade Relation-
ship with China?” thewalrus.ca), but I disagree that
Canada can have it both ways: unless China’s ruling
class fundamentally changes its behaviour, we can’t
have profitable trade relations without compromising
our values—as Australia, New Zealand, and the UK
are learning the hard way. Canada needs to drop the
Eurocentric thinking and better understand Asia,
which is far larger than just China. We can’t afford
tolet our trade relationships with nations like Japan,
South Korea, Vietnam, and Malaysia languish: these
countries are becoming huge markets and manu-
facturing powerhouses. Rebalancing our approach
by focusing on Asian economic alliances beyond
China would serve us well in the years to come.

Eric Wu

Barrie, ON

DOLLARS AND SENSE

In Max Fawcett’s article “How Universal Basic

Income Will Save the Economy” (thewalrus.ca), the

ideas of an income-tested basic income guarantee

and a universal basic income (UBI) are repeatedly

conflated. This seems to reflect a common misunder-
standing of what “universal” means when referring

to basic income. For example, the Ontario pilot was

not really an experiment in UBI—the more money

Stephen Kaduuli
Citizens for Public Justice
Ottawa, ON

participants earned from employment, the less they
received from the program. A truly universal pro-
gram would give a set amount to everyone, regard-
less of their earnings or needs, which would likely
make such a program costly and would almost cer-

BLOWN AWAY
Elizabeth Howell’s article “Alone in the Universe” (June) draws
parallels between pandemic isolation and the loneliness ex-
perienced by astronauts in outer space. But there is another
group of people who voluntarily isolate themselves in stressful
situations for extended periods of time: long-distance sailors.
From 1968, the stories of two individuals make for an interest-
ing case study: Robin Knox-Johnston circumnavigated the globe,
alone, in 312 days, returning to Britain startlingly “normal.” By
contrast, Donald Crowhurst, who was competing in the same
race, succumbed to the psychological pressure and, leaving be-
hind alogbook that charts his unravelling, disappeared in an
apparent suicide somewhere in the Atlantic. Comparatively,
my own COVID-19 confinement to a 1,200-square-foot home,
complete with television, food deliveries, and friends a Zoom
call away, is—pun intended —a breeze.

Nick Coghlan

Salt Spring Island, BC

tainly result in the amount offered being too small to
support the most marginalized. [ urge everyone to be
careful what language we use to discuss these potential policies.
Elisha Rubacha
Peterborough, ON

TUSK, TUSK

In the July/August issue, the article “How to Lift a Lockdown”
stated that an antibody test with 100 percent sensitivity means

that every positive is a true positive. In fact, the test could

provide a false positive, although it will not provide a false

negative. The Walrus regrets the error.

“The time has come,” The Walrus said, “to talk of many things.”
Send us a letter, email (letters@thewalrus.ca), or tweet, or post
on our Facebook page. Comments may be published in any
medium and edited for length, clarity, and accuracy.

411 Richmond Street East, Suite B15
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M5A 3S5

PHOTOGRAPH BY PATRICK MEINHARDT



JOHN ELIZABETH STINTZI
WINNER OF THE REC BRONWEN WALLACE AWARD

John'Elizabeth Stintzi

Playinga
Roleina
Writer’s
Story

For more than 20 years, the RBC Bronwen
Wallace Award for Emerging Writers has
been identifying Canada’s brightest young
literary talents and helping them transition
to professional careers.

Three recent prizewinners made their
literary debuts this spring to critical
acclaim, in part due to the RBC
Emerging Artists Project.

Foundation
Writers’ Trust \\
of Canada RBC .
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Join the rare Charitable Research Reserve, a Grand River watershed land trust and
international environmental institute for the virtual edition of the 11" annual
Walk & Run for rare. This year for the entire month of September anyone — from
anywhere can participate! Funds raised will support rare’s Turn the Map Green
campaign. For as little as $2/square metre, parts of rare can be symbolically adopted,
protecting the land and all the species that call rare home.

Now is your chance to protect ecologically sensitive lands, one step at a time!
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How Pandemics
Shape History

The 1918 Spanish flu changed Canada permanently.
Will covip-19 do the same?

BY SIMON LEWSEN

N THE FALL OF 1918, the Canadian

army began rounding up soldiers at

camps in the Maritimes, Quebec,

and Ontario. The troops were to
join an international coalition to inter-
vene in the Russian Civil War and defend
Western liberalism against Bolshevik
socialism. Needless to say, the operation
failed to reverse the Soviet Revolution,
but it succeeded in bringing a second
wave of Spanish flu to central and west-
ern Canada.

In his groundbreaking 2013 book,
The Last Plague, Mark Osborne Hum-
phries charts the cursed journey of the
Ocean Limited train, which pulled out of
Halifax on September 27, 1918, its cars
packed with recruits. The men were to
be carried to Victoria, where they would
board Siberia-bound ships. Some had
been exposed to the fluin Sydney, Nova

Scotia, and once the train reached Monc-
ton, several were visibly ill. In Montreal,
two of the sickest were carried off to the
hospital; in their place, forty-two new
soldiers got on.

The Ocean Limited and two simi-
lar troop trains continued their jour-
ney, picking up men, exposing them to
the virus, and depositing the infected in
cities across the country —Toronto, Win-
nipeg, Calgary, Vancouver. Because the
mission was secret, local public health
authorities weren’t warned of the trains’
arrivals. Soon, cities were inundated: an
outbreak in eastern and central Canada
had been transformed into a country-
wide crisis.

The Ocean Limited episode helps
explain why, once the pandemic sub-
sided, Canadians got angry. The war had
brought an upswing in patriotism, but

PHOTOGRAPH BY L. B. FOOTE, COURTESY OF THE WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES

as the conflict wound down and reports
about the deadly operation circulated,
citizens realized the state had not only
failed to protect them from the virus but
had negligently and cavalierly spread it.
They expressed their displeasure through
electoral revolts and citywide strikes.
This isn’t surprising. Plagues often
bring social turmoil. In fourteenth-
century England, the Black Death wiped
out between 30 and 60 percent of the
population, creating labour shortages
among peasants, who used their new-
found leverage to win higher wages

and the right to own
LEFT Newspaper  land. Disease out-
carriers for the breaks also magnify

Manitoba Free
Press wore
surgical masks
in 1918 to protect
themselves from
the Spanish flu.

inequality, making
the poor poorer, the
sick sicker, and the
angry angrier. In
1832, cholera—an
illness that dispro-
portionately affected working class
people—ravaged Great Britain and Ire-
land, fomenting class resentment and
ultimately riots in Liverpool, Aberdeen,
Glasgow, and Dublin. And, in the 1980s,
AIDS decimated Haiti’s tourist economy,
deepening poverty and leading to the
uprising that toppled the dictator Jean-
Claude Duvalier.

coviD-19 has reminded us that
plagues shake things up. In Lebanon,
where uprisings over corruption and eco-
nomic mismanagement were under way
prior to the outbreak, protests have been
reinvigorated, this time with more vio-
lence. Merchants in Wuhan, China, have
staged sit-ins in anger at having to pay
rent for shuttered business properties.
Hundreds of migrant workers in Mumbai
have stormed a railway station in oppos-
ition to lockdown orders that prevented
them from returning home. And, in poor
suburbs across Paris, residents—angry
at the heavy-handed police tactics used
to enforce lockdowns—have torched
vehicles and lobbed projectiles at cops.

Much as they infect the body, pan-
demics infect the body politic. They
move through our social systems, find-
ing vulnerabilities to exploit. In the pro-
cess, they lay bare those vulnerabilities
to scrutiny—and afford opportunities for
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self-reflection. The Spanish flu brought
a reckoning and, in time, made Can-
ada a better country. COvVID-19 could
do the same.

HERE ARE few moments in Can-

adian history when the federal gov-

ernment was more powerful than
it was in 1918. Prime Minister Robert
Borden, a Conservative, increased his
majority when many opposition Liber-
als joined him in support of his conscrip-
tion policy. As the Borden government
ballooned in size —hiking taxes, nation-
alizing rail services, and expropriating
power generators—its leaders justified
the expansion not only as a necessary
war measure but as a means of improv-
ing social welfare. Voters expected their
government to bring education, health
care, and urban sanitation to those who
needed it.

The flu, however, forced them to con-
front the gap between such lofty aspira-
tions and grim reality. For the most part,
citizens had accepted battlefield cas-
ualties as the necessary cost of war. But
the influenza deaths now happening in
overcrowded army barracks and infirm-
aries were less ennobling. If it was dif-
ficult, after the Ocean Limited debacle,
for people to view the army as a public-
spirited institution—the Edmonton Bul-
letin decried the “criminal negligence”
of military authorities—it became im-
possible for them to kid themselves about
the kind of society their ruling class was
building. Public health officials and vol-
unteers were shocked by what they saw
in the urban slums: people huddled in
sunless, subterranean squalor and, in
one case, sick children sleeping in beds
where family members had recently
died. In poor neighbourhoods, the flu
could be twice as deadly as in affluent
precincts, and on First Nations reserves,
it was five times more lethal than in the
country at large.

Such revelations were bound to have
political consequences. When Borden re-
signed, in 1920, he left a party destined
for the opposition benches for most of
the next four decades. The antimilitary
backlash contributed to the resurgence
of the pacifist movement, and the flu

galvanized Indigenous activists, creating

profound doubts about the effectiveness

of settler medicine and the benevolence

of state institutions. It’s surely no coinci-
dence that the League of Indians of Can-
ada—a forerunner to the contemporary

Assembly of First Nations—was founded

in September 1919 with a statement that

included demands for better health con-
ditions on reserves.

Equally consequential was the spate of
workers’ revolts across the country. Esyllt
Jones, a labour historian, argues that the
pandemic created a sense of aggrieved
class solidarity, leading to the famous
Winnipeg General Strike of 1919. It isn’t
hard to see where such resentment came
from. Winnipeg hospitals subjected pa-
tients to patronizing questionnaires to
assess their ability to pay, a practice that
discouraged the poor from showing up
at all. Municipal bans on billiards clubs,
cinemas, and union halls, enacted in the
name of'social distancing, seemed point-
edly classist, particularly since shops, res-
taurants, and hotels stayed open. And,
because of price gouging among under-
takers, grieving workers had to choose
between sacrificing months of wages or
consigning loved ones to degrading pau-
pers’ funerals provided by the city, which
occasionally misplaced the bodies it was
supposed to inter. When, in spring, Win-
nipeggers stormed the streets, derailing
trolleys and braving police gunfire—and
setting off solidarity strikes from Vic-
toria to Amherst—the humiliations of
the pandemic were fresh in their minds.

The 1919 workers’ shutdowns are
often credited with politicizing a new
generation of labour activists and
making social democracy a potent force
in Canadian life. Less discussed is the
role labour played in reforming public
health. Spurred by the pandemic, the
newly energized labour press—along
with women’s movements and national
elites, like writer Stephen Leacock and
prime-minister-in-waiting William Lyon
Mackenzie King—called for a centralized
health bureaucracy that might prevent
catastrophes like the Ocean Limited. In
1919, the federal government founded
the Department of Health to provide
a coordinated response to the next

outbreak. But the office kept growing.
Soon, it was assisting with food-safety in-
spections, enforcing sanitation on trains
and steamships, operating a network
of free clinics, and providing mass vac-
cinations against diphtheria, smallpox,
and scarlet fever. Universal health care
wouldn’t arrive until the ’60s, but these
earlier developments were important
steps in that direction.

In crucial ways, Canada became
a better place—more activist, less mil-
itarized, with greater political diversity
and a larger role for the state in main-
taining social welfare. To that end, few
national institutions would prove as vital
as the new Department of Health (later
renamed Health Canada), which went
on to combat polio in 1953, H2N2 in 1957,
SARS1n 2003, and HIN1in 2009—keeping
rates of infection and death well below
what they would otherwise have been.

HICH BRINGS Us to the present.

Today, federal power isn’t as

consolidated as it was during
the First World War, the social safety
net is more robust, and trust in govern-
ment remains, for the moment, high. Yet
there are uncanny parallels to the crisis
of 102 years ago. In some communities,
COVID-19 is an inconvenience. In others,
it’s a source of grotesque suffering—the
kind people aren’t supposed to experi-
ence in a prosperous democracy.

We’ve learned, for instance, that in
long-term-care centres, where more than
80 percent of cOVID-19 deaths have oc-
curred, people often sleep two or three
to a room, and the ratio of patients to
workers can be as stark as sixty to one.
We've learned that Canadian jails, while
outfitted with the trappings of modern-
ity—electromechanical locks, digital sur-
veillance cameras—are not designed to
achieve anything like modern sanitation
standards. (More than half of the inmates
at the Joliette Institution, in Quebec, and
more than a third at the medium-security
wing of the Mission Institution, in Brit-
ish Columbia, have tested positive for
the virus.)
We've also learned that, in Toronto,

the neighbourhoods hardest hit by
COVID-19 are those where high numbers
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of Black Canadians reside. We’ve
learned that, in some Indigenous com-
munities—like the Dene village of La
Loche, Saskatchewan, which has seen
more than 150 infections—the risk of
illness is exacerbated by housing short-
ages, overcrowding, and limited access
to potable water. And we’ve learned that
the urban shelter system—our society’s
cut-rate response to the post-1980 surge
in homelessness—barely provides ad-
equate shelter at all. Many such facili-
ties resemble the ad hoc havens that
spring up after natural disasters: gym-
nasiums with mattresses

spaced seventy-five centi- COVID-19 is
showing not
ter, which houses refugees, Only where
the nation is
broken but
how it might
organizers bearing mega- he fixed.

metres apart. (Toronto’s
Willowdale Welcome Shel-

hashad over 180 infections.)

The politics of the pan-
demic have become the pol-
itics of everything. Labour

phones have descended on

the Cargill abattoir in High River, Alberta,
where nearly 1,000 low-wage workers
have fallen sick. At the Saskatchewan
Penitentiary, in Prince Albert, prison-
ers carried out a civil-disobedience cam-
paign in response to lockdowns that
confined them to cells twenty hours a day.
On April 9, outside the Bradford Valley
Care Centre, in southern Ontario, staff
members held signs emblazoned with
a short plea: “HELP US.” And country-
wide protests in solidarity with George
Floyd, killed in late May by a police officer
in Minneapolis, have drawn attention to
the social maladies—poverty, violent
policing, unequal access to health re-
sources—that make life dangerous for
Black Canadians.

The most contentious social ques-
tions will surely work their way through
the courts. The Canadian Civil Liber-
ties Association recently filed a lawsuit
against the City of Toronto, alleging that
conditions in homeless shelters violate
citizens’ Charter rights to life and sec-
urity. So far, nineteen COvID-19-related
class-action suits have been launched
in Canada, and these are only the first
drops in what will likely be a torrent of
litigation. To read the court documents

related to shelters and nursing homes
is to get a window into a world of pain,
anguish, and rage. The statement of
claim in a proposed class-action suit
against an Ontario-based long-term-
care provider lays out harrowing circum-
stances: patients who were confined in
their rooms for days as their peers died
around them, families who found out that
loved ones had contracted the virus only
when they were issued death certificates.

Over the last few months, Canadians
have had the unpleasant experience of
looking more closely at their country than
they might have wanted to.
Plagues have that effect.
But, if they reveal uncom-
fortable truths, they also
provide an opportunity to re-
spond. The recent Canadian
Emergency Response Bene-
fit in some ways resembles
a guaranteed-minimum-
income program: it offers
no-fuss cash transfers to
people in need. In several provinces,
the justice system has released inmates
through early discharges, passes, and
generous bail conditions: such inter-
ventions constitute a kind of short-term
prison-reform initiative, which could
pave the way for permanent changes.
And, by making belated efforts to move
some shelter residents into single-unit
dwellings (often vacant hotels), local
governments have accomplished, on
a small scale, what housing-first activ-
ists have been demanding countrywide:
a top-down campaign to give homeless
people homes.

Asin 1918, a virus is showing not only
where the nation is broken but how it
might be fixed. The pandemic has “com-
pelled us to see our weakness through
tears and sorrow,” reads an op-ed from
the Alberta Non-Partisan. “The old way
of dealing with the matter of public
health can nolonger be tolerated.” These
lines are from 1918. They could’ve been
written today. [T3
SIMON LEWSEN, a Toronto-based writer,
contributes to Azure, Precedent, enRoute,
the Globe and Mail, and The Atlantic. In
2020, he won a National Magazine Award.
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The Giving Economy

A short history of Black communities and mutual-aid groups

BY VICKY MOCHAMA
ILLUSTRATION BY BLACKPOWERBARBIE

HERE AREN’T, compared to
Ontario and Quebec, that many
Black people in British Colum-
bia: less than one-tenth of the

overall Black Canadian population.
But, when troubles—like, for instance,
a global health crisis—strike, official
numbers don’t matter. An ongoing ca-
lamity —anti-Black racism—becomes
an acute emergency. So, as COVID-19
began to take hold, a group of activists
and organizers did something that, for
Black folks, is as old as time: they started
a mutual-aid group.

“Our community members are likely
to be found in the blind spots of the [fed-
eral] agencies that are giving out the
money,” says Kevonnie Whyte, one of
the group’s organizers. The money the
group has collected has gone to Black
migrants without permanent residency,
Black students stuck in Canada on visas
that limit their ability to work, and Black
people trapped in the rinse cycle of the

gig economy —taxi drivers, delivery
couriers, cleaners, and dog walkers.
The premise of the fund is simple: for
the duration of the pandemic, any Black
person in BC can apply to get $150 to use
for whatever they need. The fund pri-
oritizes Black people who, for whatever
reason, don’t get access to government
supports like the Canada Emergency
Response Benefit.

In the dawning days of the pandemic,
when people were stress-baking and
becoming amateur epidemiologists,
grassroots organizations and ad hoc
community efforts sprang up all over.
A group of young women in Boston start-
ed a mutual-aid drive to get help—cash,
food, assistance —to the vulnerable in
their community. Students at Pitts-
burgh’s Carnegie Mellon University
started spreadsheets to help people
cover basic expenses. You could give
your cash to a GoFundMe for Canadian
movie-theatre workers. The Toronto

chapter of Black Lives Matter launched
a mutual-aid fund for the city’s Black
community. Someone started a Google
Doc to keep a running list of fundrais-
ers to support sex workers all over the
world. And, by late May, Whyte says,
the Black in BC Mutual Aid collective
had raised nearly $20,000 and had dis-
bursed three-quarters of that to over 100
people. Thinking back on it, she laughs.
“We were proud of that.”

Then, in June, everything changed. In
the aftermath of the killing of George
Floyd, the group received an astound-
ing influx of donations, quintupling their
fund in ten days to over $100,000; by
early July, they had topped $170,000.

“It’s unfortunate that death and police
brutality...are what motivated people
to contribute to our fund,” Whyte says.

“But, at the same time, the contributions
are happening. It’s a mix of feelings.”

And that, in a wayj, is a capsule his-
tory of mutual aid. Whyte and her co-
organizers in BC saw a coming danger
for Black people and proactively created
a community network to head off some of
the worst effects; others noticed how dan-
gerous the world is for Black people after
it was too late and well after Black people
had already started helping themselves.
Over decades and centuries, mutual aid
has helped people pay rent, buy grocer-
ies, and acquire medicine; it has given
workers something where there is so
much nothing to be had, and it has given
luckier people a way to help out in des-
perate times.

So why weren’t we doing mutual aid
before —everybody, all the time? Well,
Black people were.

UTUAL AID is not new. It’s
a long-standing practice of
Black communities. “Mutual

aid is just something that we’ve always
done,” says Caroline Shenaz Hossein,
aprofessor in York University’s social sci-
ence department. “Crowdfunding, the
sharing economy—I mean, these are all
these nicknames that white people come
up with to make it look like it’s new, and
it’s never new.”

In the late aughts, Hossein’s research
took her to the Caribbean, where she met
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the “banker ladies”: women who ran
and participated in money pools. Money
pools are deeply familiar to many people
from Black diasporas. Your moms and
aunties get together, they cackle loudly
for a couple of hours, and later, your
mother says not to worry, you will be go-
ing to university. There’s a magical qual-
ity, money appearing as if from nowhere.

Depending on where you're from and
who invited you in, the pools have differ-
ent names: sol (Haiti), susu (Ghana), box
hand (Guyana), jama (Kenya), hagbad
(Somalia). There are cultural nuances in
how you get into one, and the amounts
may range, but the principle is almost
universally the same—you get out what
you put in. A typical arrangement might
look like this: ten women decide to each
contribute $30 a month to a pool, and
they each get their turn receiving money
from the pool—a $300 cash injection
when they do. What enslaved people in
Haiti and elsewhere knew is not too dis-
tant from the wisdom of Somali mothers
and Grenadian aunties: if everyone gives,
everyone gets.

The money, as useful as money can be,
is almost beside the point. Mutual aid is
areciprocal experience; once welcomed,
you're now in a community of giving, with
all the joys and burdens that entails. For
Ginelle Skerritt, the executive director of
the Warden Woods Community Centre, in
Toronto, joining her mother and aunts in
their susu as a young person meant more
than having some extra money for school.

“Ifelt like I was a woman; I felt like I was
doing things that big people do,” she says.

Skerritt now runs a susu network
with different groups of varying levels
of investment and community inter-
action—a recent return to the world of
money pools after running one in the
1990s. (Though the principles have
stayed the same, the technology has
changed: when she ran her first one, the
members gave cheques; now, it’s all done
via e-transfer.) The infusion of money
from that first family-based susu helped
pay off her student loans. “That doesn’t
sound too terribly sexy,” she says, “but
it was such a relief. It paved the way for
me to be able to do other things with
money in my thirties.”

Depression, Black people in Gary,

Indiana, developed a local econ-
omy though mutual aid. “The last bank
had just pulled out of their neighbour-
hood. Everybody was unemployed,”
says political economist Jessica Gordon-
Nembhard. The way she tells it, they
didn’t know exactly what to do. Maybe,
they thought, we could start a co-op for
groceries or just to share what little we
do have. Twenty African American fam-
ilies joined a study group; for a year and
a half, they met monthly to talk and plan,
chaired by a local high school teacher,
Jacob L. Reddix, with a passion for
cooperative economics. (A cooperative
economy is one in which “most of the
economic activity is organized around
cooperative ownership...in ademocratic
way so that they all participate in deci-
sion making about the economic activ-
ity,” Gordon-Nembhard explains.)

Eventually, they pooled enough money
($24 at first) to buy their groceries in bulk.
Next came a credit union. Within five
years, the area added a gas station and
two branches of a co-op grocery store, and
at the school, they began to teach a cur-
riculum on cooperative enterprises. In the
middle of a depression and despite the
continued closure of the steel mills, the
Consumer’s Cooperative Trading Com-
pany was bringing in $160,000 (US) in
sales and had a membership in the hun-
dreds. The title of their agenda—“A Five
Year Plan of Cooperative Action for Lift-
ing the Economic Status of the Negro in
Gary”—was precise: in good times and
bad, the people must prosper with the econ-
omy, not after.

In her book Collective Courage: A History
of African American Cooperative Economic
Thought and Practice, Gordon-Nembhard
documents how, during slavery, enslaved
people would pool their resources to plant
and farm gardens, create burial societies,
and take care of widows and children.
In the years after slavery was abolished,
mutual-aid groups would work together
to build wealth by pooling resources to
buy tractors, land, and feed. In Tennessee,
the Nashoba Commune (founded in 1825)
brought Black people in the United States
together in the pursuit of literal freedom;

IN 1932, at the height of the Great

a century later, groups like the Depression-
era People’s Consumer Cooperative did
the same in pursuit of economic equity.

Contemporary money pools are part of
this long legacy of collaborative financial
planning and support. “It’s really a savings
vehicle,” says Skerritt of the susu network
she runs. She asks the members to share
through email what they’re saving for
so they can help one another meet their
goals; a donation option allows members
to contribute a portion of the money they
put into the pool to charity. “There’s also
been talk about using it to launch ideas
around buying property together or in-
vesting in real estate together.”

Regardless of what they decide, she
says, the goal is the talking, which builds
trust and helps dispel trepidation about
managing finances. Cooperative eco-
nomics invests trust in people through
time and conversation and sharing in-
stead of through cash and credit. “The
Underground Railroad was a cooperative
movement,” says Hossein. “That was
a network of people coming together
through mutual aid.” Its informality
was built-in: it was too dangerous to
talk about, let alone formalize. Who
would—or even could —go to a bank to
say, “I'd like to save this money so that
I can free some slaves in the morning”?

Who, in this anti-Black world, do
you trust?

Hossein says that fear of discovery
persists in the money pools that oper-
ate today. In the Caribbean, she had
no issues when researching box hands,
susus, and partner banks. But, in Canada,
it’s a different story. Some people find
that talking about mutual aid is met with
suspicion: How can people have money if
they are poor? And, if they have so much
money, why are they still poor? For others,
explaining one’s culture becomes an
argument. Better, then, not to talk too
much about it. The banker ladies here,
she says, “they hide what they do.... They
keep these things under wraps.”

Kropotkin describes embarking on
a quest to observe Darwinian compe-
tition in a field excursion with a zoologist
friend. But what they find is not so much

I N A 1902 ESSAY, political theorist Pétr
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an endless fight for survival as untold col-
laboration. From ants to crabs to birds

to beetles, Kropotkin sees far less of the

heated rivalry for resources he was ex-
pecting and instead something rather
more cooperative. In the essay, which

he titled “Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolu-
tion,” he writes: “Mutual aid within the

community, self-devotion grown into

a habit, and very often self-sacrifice for
the common welfare, are the rule.”

But the behaviour of eagles on a Rus-
sian mountainside can’t entirely explain
why people help one another. Kropotkin
understood mutual aid as a global, bio-
logical phenomenon strictly for day-
to-day survival. But that view limits its
political power. In Canada, the liberal
Catholic Antigonish movement brought
together farmers and fishermen, around
kitchen tables in the Atlantic provinces,
to help them push back against the ex-
pansion of corporate fishing. In Quebec,
caisses populaires (a form of credit union
begun by farmers) are celebrating nearly
120 years of existence.

And yet, despite these well-known ex-
amples, there are few banking systems
in Canada that recognize the specific
ethnic economic activity of mutual aid.
My mother’s jama, which gives money
when Kenyans in Canada have to pay
funeral and travel costs back home,
had to undertake a labyrinthine pro-
cess to establish a bank account. First,
most banks said no. Then, a bank man-
ager decided that they could qualify as
a community group. But, in order to “be-
come” a community group, they had to
draft documents—a constitution with
bylaws, a board of directors, meeting
minutes. The Black culture of survival
requires paperwork to be understood.
How do you contain decades of commun-
ity survival in a document that a bank
understands?

Some don’t. My mother and my aunt-
ies are the lucky ones. Hossein has
spoken to Somali women who allege
they’ve had their hagbad money taken
during police raids of their neighbour-
hoods. “Because there’s no under-
standing of these women’s mutual aid.
There’s not even an imagination that
these women could be pooling honest

Thanks for Asking

BY ROXANNA BENNETT

Yes, I have tried cleansing, cutting, bingeing,
purging, laughing, grieving, slutty fucking,
cardio, physio, detoxing protocols, supplements,
surgeries, sedatives, laxatives, antidepressants,
antipsychotics, hormones, opioids,
& yes turmeric, patience, positivity,
CBT, DBT, group, art & music therapy,
outpatient, inpatient, sometimes involuntary.
I have “wept & fasted, wept & prayed.”
Yes, I have tried to just get over it,
the fragility & pain, I have tried
to explain but O god I am tired
of the trial, of your questions,
of trying to be alive in your world.

money, from driving a bus or cleaning
someone’s house, to help one another.”

The suggestion of illegality has haunted
Black mutual aid going back to fugitive
former slaves on the Underground Rail-
road. The anxiety of being discovered,
of hiding what you’ve earned and given,
and of not being understood means few
communities want to talk about it, espe-
cially communities that are criminalized.
It’s not just money; it’s a practice of trust.

HAT’S A FUNERAL with-
out food? And singing?

And catching up?” laughs

my mother when I tell her she always

seemed to be on the way to another late-
night funeral party. “There’s a lot of
partying, depending on whether there’s

beer. Or it is a Seventh Day Adventist

one—then you go with your own wine

in a pocket or in a bag.”

When my grandmother passed away,
three years ago, my parents held a lightly
raucous memorial in their backyard. My
many not-quite-related-but-definitely-
family aunts and uncles kept asking for
supplies. They’d come to commiserate,
and they’d also come with cards filled

“h

with cash. But no envelopes or pens. Of
course, I had fresh packs of both on me.
I know this process like I know a good
cup of tea from Kenya’s Kisii Highlands.
I am steeped in mutual aid, endlessly
warmed by community and reciprocity.

In addition to the cash, the money
from my parents’ bereavement group
helped pay for hospital fees, which, in
Kenya, must be paid before a body is
released. “We bought the coffin and
hired the hearse to take the body home,”
says my mom. “Without that money, we
would have to be in debt.” My parents
are immigrants whose careers started
well after their Canadian-born contem-
poraries’; debt is a fraught burden and
savings are thin.

What they have instead —what we
have—is a habit formed by time, urgency,
community, history, and a need to sur-
vive together. If something happens to
you, my mom says, you learn that you
don’t have a preexisting support system
here. “You don’t have anybody. These
are the people in the community who
are going to help you out.” §

VICKY MOCHAMA is a writer in Toronto.
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Frog Songs
Why citizen scientists are volunteering

to listen to amphibians

BY CAITLIN STALL-PAQUET
PHOTOGRAPHY BY JEREMIE STALL-PAQUET

T’S AN HOUR after sunset, one night

in early April, and I'm standing on

the side of a dirt road in my home-

town of Frelighsburg, Quebec, with
my hands cupped around my ears. 'm
listening for the calls of anurans—am-
phibians without a tail, so frogs and
toads. I am here, more specifically, to
hear the croaks of wood frogs, which
are one of the first species to peek their
little brown heads out after a long winter
of hibernation.

This isn’t just recreational listening,
mind you—this is also for science. I am
avolunteer observer, one of several who
are gathering data about dwindling am-
phibian populations in this region. For the
parcours découte (“listening pathways”)
project I am on, participants each choose
a quiet eight-kilometre stretch of road
and go out listening along it, noting the
frog and toad species they hear and the
volume of their calls, returning to record
these observations in the same spots once
more, later in the season, ideally year after
year. It’s called the Amphibian Population
Monitoring Program, a long-term citizen-
research project created in the 1990s by
the Saint Lawrence Valley Natural History
Society—part of a provincial-government
push that came about when the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of
Nature highlighted worldwide declines
of amphibian populations.

I'make my path along Chemin Pinacle,
at the foot of the mountain of the same

name, stopping at
markers every 800
metres and perk-
ing up my ears for a
three-minute stretch
at each one. This
road is about three

There are over

a dozen frog
species in

and around
Frelighsburg,
Quebec; green
frogs, the species
pictured here,

kilometres fromthe make distinct
house I grew up in, croaking sounds.
where my bedroom

was next to a pond that resonated with
an amphibian chorus through the spring
and early summer; on warm nights,
I would leave my window open and be
lulled to sleep by frog songs.

Though the term “citizen science”
is relatively new, the practice of non-
scientists gathering data about the nat-
ural world is not. Sometimes this has
been undertaken by curious individuals:
Mary Anning, who had no training, hunt-
ed for fossils along the cliffs of Devon,
England, in the early nineteenth cen-
tury and unearthed the first known ple-
siosaurus skeleton. (She is also believed
by many to be the inspiration behind
the “She sells seashells by the seashore”
tongue twister.) By the early twentieth
century, evolving telescope technology
allowed the astronomically curious to
turn an eye to the sky and gather use-
ful data. But, increasingly, groups have
also coalesced to pursue scientific in-
terests. The National Audubon Society
founded the Christmas Bird Count in
1900; it is one of the longest-running

community science projects in the world.
In 1954, a sea turtle survey began on a
single beach in Japan; now, about forty
beaches across the country host counts.
And the University of Cape Town’s Ani-
mal Demographic Unit established an
ongoing project to monitor population
dynamics in 1991.

In Canada, the federal government
launched its NatureWatch website in
2000, encouraging citizens to monitor
all sorts of wild elements, from plants to
ice formations to frogs. And, in the last
decade, apps like iNaturalist and Mer-
lin and online databases like eButterfly
have bolstered community participation
in natural sciences by allowing users
to easily share their findings about the
locations of animals, identification of
species, and number of individuals in
a sighting. Nearly all of us now own de-
vices that put scores of wildlife infor-
mation at our fingertips. Databases are
growing—in a boon for underfunded sci-
entific communities, findings on apps are
shared to data repositories like the Global
Biodiversity Information Facility—and
long-term monitoring projects made up
mainly of volunteers, like the one I am
participating in, are gaining popularity.

Nowadays, amateur scientists have
extra impetus for heading into the field:
studies like the major UN report on bio-
diversity last year, which warned of un-
precedented declines in the natural world
and estimated that 1 million plant and
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animal species are now at risk of extinc-
tion. Increased tracking of these accel-
erated declines is key to understanding,
and hopefully slowing down, what sci-
entists call our planet’s ongoing sixth
mass extinction. Without filling in our
knowledge gaps about the natural world,
we can’t know what it is we’re trying
to save.

his collaborator, Paul Beaver, were

contracted by Warner Brothers-Seven
Arts to make an album on the theme of
ecology. Beaver refused to head out into
the wild to capture sounds, but Krause
got hooked on the experience. In 1970, he
and Beaver released In A Wild Sanctuary,
the first album ever to use natural sound-
scapes, and in the years that followed,
Krause would help pioneer a new field:
soundscape ecology—the study of the
sounds of a land- or seascape.

Sound is an important indicator of an
environment. “The sounds of the natural
world, when they’re in a healthy habitat,
come across as a kind of orchestration,”
Krause, now based in Glen Ellen, Cali-
fornia, tells me. “In order for the birds
to be heard, they have to stay out of the
way of the frogs, out of the way of the in-
sects, and so on....All animals vocalize in
arelationship to one another, much like
instruments in an orchestra.” He later
coined the term biophony to describe
this effect of the collective sounds of the

IN 1968, musician Bernie Krause and

creatures in a habitat. To date, Krause has

recorded over 1,200 habitats; in the years

since he began this work, the sounds in

nearly half of them have become com-
promised or gone silent. At times, Krause

has returned to the same spot to cap-
ture stark human-caused environmental

changes, finding near silence in spaces

once loud with birds, frogs,
and insects.

Animals make sounds
for many reasons: to com-
municate fear or danger,
alert others that they’ve
found food, indicate their
availability for mating, or
warn another member of
the species that they’re on
their turf, among others.
For anurans, vocalizations
aren’t just about males letting females
know they’re looking to get busy; they’re
a form of group self-defence. As the
voice of each individual joins in, it be-
comes harder for predators to distinguish
between and locate them. But, when
that chorus shrinks or is interrupted by
loud human sounds, individuals can be
exposed and put at risk.

Growing up, my pond was home to
afull chorus. As the sun set in late spring,
when all the species had woken up from
hibernation and the mating season was at
its peak, the backyard and woods became
loud with the high-pitched chirp of spring
peepers, the continuous trill of grey

Without
learning about
the natural
world, we
can’t know
what it is we're
trying to save.

treefrogs, and the lower-midrange stac-
cato warble of leopard frogs. I loved the
quick overlapping croaks of green frogs,
which sound like a cartoon character
swallowing hard in an awkward situation.
I spent afternoons canoeing around the
pond’s banks to spot our huge resident
bullfrog, who chimed in intermittently
with his bass, cow-like vocal-
ization. ('m not being sexist
with pronouns, to be clear:
the majority of anuran songs
we hear are males calling to
females or protecting their
territory.)

Krause wants to get every-
body to similarly use their
ears. “If [people] listen and
they shut the hell up,” he
tells me, “they’re going to
get a different sense of the world very
quickly.”

AST YEAR, a review published
L in the journal Science detailed

global mass amphibian die-offs
partly due to the spread of the disease
chytridiomycosis, commonly known
as chytrid. Caused by a fungus called
Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis, chytrid
is now found in dozens of countries
and has caused the presumed extinc-
tion of at least ninety amphibian spe-
cies. (The earliest known case in North
America was found in a museum, in the
bodies of two green frogs collected in
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Saint-Pierre-de-Wakefield, Quebec, in
1961.) The disease has caused the largest
number of documented deaths attribut-
able to a single illness in recorded scien-
tific history.

Though devastating, chytrid and other
diseases aren’t the sole or arguably even
the main culprits of amphibian decline:
illnesses find opportunity in climate-
changed or human-altered habitats. Frog,
toad, and salamander populations are
often already weakened by displacement
(like construction in the marshy wet-
lands they call home) or irritants (such
as chemicals used in farming that act as
immunosuppressants). Sara Ashpole, an
environmental studies professor at St.
Lawrence University, in Canton, New
York, estimates that somewhere between
40 and 70 percent of North America’s
wetlands have degraded or disappeared
completely; in and around densely in-
habited Canadian centres, that climbs
to 98 percent.

In 2017, the World Wildlife Fund
(wwF) published the Living Planet
Report Canada, detailing population
trends for 903 invertebrates, including
forty-six species of amphibians and rep-
tiles (a group called herpetofauna), half
of which showed signs of decline. The
WWF also reported that 42 percent of
amphibians had been assessed as at-
risk in 2014. According to the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of
Nature, herpetofauna have some of the
highest proportions of threatened and

“data deficient” species for vertebrates,
which means there isn’t comprehensive
data about baseline populations—the
funding to gather the necessary infor-
mation simply does not exist. Species
like these often get overlooked when it
comes to the allocating of resources, with
money being funnelled toward the cuter,
more charismatic megafauna species
that pluck at human heartstrings. (I'm
looking at you, pandas who are too picky
about your mating partners.)

Which brings us back to interested
amateurs, standing by roadsides, lis-
tening. “If we can establish baseline re-
cordings for any environments that are
calibrated to known and repeatable stan-
dards,” Krause wrote in his 2013 book,

The Great Animal Orchestra, “then the
recorded information we gather will
represent a collection against which
future recordings can be accurately
assessed.”

OUR WEEKS LATER, in early May,
F I head out for another frog en-

counter. On the drive from Mont-
real, I play various recordings of local
anurans on a loop, like a favourite play-
list, via an app called Frog Calls, which
is meant to help users identify differ-
ent species. Though there are more
than a dozen living in the
area, I'm mostly prepping
my ears for the American
toad and the spring peep-
er today—the wood frogs
woke up four weeks ago, so
they’re long past the peak
of their croaking.

Before I start the official
listening pathway, I go ex-
plore the muddy banks of
a pond across the street from my best
friend’s parents’ house. The gang is
nearly all there, filling their designated
positions in the layered amphibian
chorus that brings me back to being a kid.
Standing between the trees, the trilling
peepers are so loud it almost hurts my
ears. (Measuring around 2.5 centimetres,
peepers are barely bigger than a paper-
clip, but a group of the little guys can be
heard from over three kilometres away.)
My friend’s father tells me their calls
used to be just as deafening even up on
their front porch; it doesn’t carry quite
as far these days. A similar reduction
in the intensity of the sounds has been
reported by Cree adults in James Bay
who remember the loud springs of their
childhoods.

For those who have been lucky enough
to find themselves in the middle of a full
chorus, the loss is a tragedy: that auditory
immersion, being surrounded by voices
bouncing off water and leaves in the dark,
is impossible to reproduce. Ashpole often
speaks to young adults whose parents re-
call catching polliwogs and listening to
roaring nighttime ponds; they have never
had the same experience. To her, it’s im-
perative to take people into the field to

“The sounds

of the natural
world come
across as

a kind of
orchestration.”

transmit passion first-hand. Telling me
about going out with a group one night,
she recalls looking down on the ground

“and there were just thousands of little
[spadefoot toads], and we couldn’t step
anywhere....You expect kids to get really
excited, but what I find more exciting is
watching adult parents having a child-
like moment.”

As I stand in the dark and listen
intently to the frogs’ voices, what is at
first chaotic comes into focus, my ears
straining to separate the different types
of calls. I'm pleasantly surprised by the

range of amplification my
hands provide as I change
their shape around my ears,
and I'm starting to under-
stand the distinction that
Krause makes between lis-
tening and hearing—the dif-
ference between engaging
with the sense and passively
experiencing it. It’s a prac-
tice that can make us realize
that all is not lost and that the environ-
ment can recover if we let it—in his
book, Krause points out that there are
now choruses of frogs and nightingales
thriving at Chernobyl.

We currently find ourselves on the
other side of a stark but intangible line
created by the climate tipping points
we’ve blown past for and at our leisure,
the virulent diseases we’ve helped spread,
and the habitats we’ve destroyed in the
name of peace and quiet. Being on this
side of the line is a lot like grieving: we
are in an “after” time. Earlier this year,
Tused the words “we are in the after” in
an epilogue to my friend Alexandre Ber-
geron’s music video for “Aquatic Ruin,”
asong about ecological disaster that ends
on a chorus of spring peepers. And, as
with other forms of grieving, in times
defined by disease and mass extinction,
we need to bear witness. We can be quiet
and press record to capture what is still
there. We can cup our hands around our
ears and listen. @

CAITLIN STALL-PAQUET is a Montreal-
based writer whose work has appeared in
Elle Canada, the Globe and Mail, enRoute,
and Xtra.
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Community-led water monitoring is yielding

critical baseline data in the newly established

Ts'udé NiJiné Tuyeta protected area in the
Sahtu Region of the Northwest Territories.

New Wave

DataStream is a website designed to promote collaboration in water stewardship. Across Canada,
monitoring groups are using the technology to share information about freshwater health

fyou're a resident of Saint John, New

Brunswick, and have ever worried about

the water in your neighbourhood, you've
probably chatted with Graeme Stewart-
Robinson, executive director of Atlantic
Coastal Action Program (ACAP) Saint John.

“In the last couple of days, I received

correspondence from three different people
who were looking for some clarity on water
quality data,” he says. “It could be [someone
saying], Twant to go take my kids to this
beach and my neighbour said it had this
problem—is that true?” Or, T've been
fishing in this area for twenty years—is it
still safe?”

BY STACY LEE KONG

People know Stewart-Robinson will
likely have an answer. ACAP Saint John
has been monitoring water quality since its
founding in 1992. For the past twenty-eight
years, the organization has mobilized staff
and volunteers to take water samples at
various sites throughout the region. They
then test samples for various potential
issues: those that can harm aquatic life, like
too-low oxygen levels or the presence of
certain dissolved solids; chemicals such as
phosphorous or ammonia, which can cause
algae blooms; and fecal coliform, which
indicates sewage contamination.

At the project’s beginning, the collected

data was “numbers on lined paper,”
Stewart-Robinson says. Now, ACAP
Saint John uses DataStream, an online
open-access platform that allows users
to share information on the health of
waterways across Canada, to corral all that
information. They've even digitized their
earliest records, which Stewart-Robinson
says makes them much easier to actually
use. “People can see the record over time,”
he says. “And other researchers and other
organizations in other parts of Canada [can
see the data], which creates better outreach
opportunities and better research links.”
The added security of blockchain

VISIT DATASTREAM.ORG TO FIND OUT MORE.
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DataStream

NN  J W

Explore Data News  About~ Resources

(ABOVE) The numbered dots on this DataStream map show the location of monitoring sites where
data is openly available in the Lake Winnipeg Basin. (RIGHT) This map, produced by the Lake Winnipeg
Foundation, identifies phosphorus hotspots and is an example of how their community-based
monitoring data builds our understanding of where phosphorus is coming from in the watershed.

technology makes DataStream a
trustworthy source for communities, policy
makers, and researchers. “Every data set
that gets uploaded has a hash, which is

like a fingerprint,” says Carolyn DuBois,
director of the water program at The Gordon
Foundation, the charitable organization
behind DataStream. “DataStream stores that
fingerprint on the Ethereum blockchain—
and anybody can check to see if the data
that they’re looking at is in fact the data that
was originally uploaded.”

That means anyone who accesses ACAP
Saint John's data can also independently
verify its authenticity, which makes for
better and more equitable science, says
Stewart-Robinson.

“DataStream is another tool for
environmental groups to get better
information to all people,” he says. “And
I think in that way, it is an equalizer. It
is a tool for environmental equity and
environmental justice at the same time.”

Connecting
communities

About a decade ago, a group of eight major
oil and gas producers started investigating
the Horn River Basin near Fort Nelson First
Nation, a community of Dene and Cree

people in northeastern British Columbia.
The companies wanted to extract gas via
fracking, a technique in which a mix of
water, sand and chemicals are injected into
underground rock, causing it to fracture
and release oil or gas.

Water is a pressing and ongoing concern
for the Nation, and the community was,
understandably, concerned about the
effect fracking would have on the health of
their water. They decided to take matters
into their own hands, asking community
volunteers to monitor water quality at
thirteen local sites. When they asked
the University of Victoria to review the
data they collected, in order to make
recommendations for changing BC’s
fracking wastewater disposal laws, they
faced a significant hurdle: they needed
somewhere to easily store and access all
the information.

That issue became especially urgent in
2012, when the BC government granted
Nexen Inc., one of those eight oil and gas
producers, a five-year licence to pump
millions of cubic metres of water from
North Tsea Lake, a small body of water in
the Nation’s territory. Fort Nelson First
Nation appealed the decision, but the
lack of an easy way to access and share
their own data was a challenge. While the
government did end up suspending the

(OPPOSITE PAGE)
Communities are
playing a critical role
in filling data gaps,
including in Deninu
Kué First Nation,
Northwest Territories.

Contact | Login

licence three years later, Nexen had already
had a significant amount of time to pump
from the lake—and Fort Nelson First
Nation had spent a lot of time and energy
to make their case.

It was clear that the Nation needed
an effective way to share their data. The
solution they found was DataStream.
Anyone can visit the website to search
for and find water quality data, explains
DuBois. “We have focused on making it a
map-based search,” she says, “so it’s really
easy for people to navigate.”

The fact that DataStream is free and
accessible to experts and non-experts
alike makes it “a very important piece of
infrastructure for anybody who’s doing
water quality research,” DuBois says.

For Fort Nelson First Nation,
DataStream also provides a way to connect
with other Dene communities in the
region. “We're all Dene communities, but
we've been disconnected in all sorts of
ways from our relatives,” says Lana Lowe,
director of the Nation’s Lands Department.
“This is a way for us to not only share data
and get a good picture of what’s happening
in the whole basin, but also to connect
with people and get the sense that we're
all in this together, and we're all concerned
about the water. We're all taking action in
our own way to do something.”

VISIT DATASTREAM.ORG TO FIND OUT MORE.
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Bridging research

If youre wondering who benefits from
access to water quality information, the
answer is everyone. And everyone can
contribute, too. Just ask Alexis Kanu,
executive director of the Lake Winnipeg
Foundation.

Kanu’s organization was founded
fifteen years ago by a coalition of citizens
who noticed—sometimes over several
generations—that algae blooms were
appearing on the lake with increasing
regularity. “That’s that green, soupy
water. Sometimes it’s thick, like porridge.
It stinks. It’s unsafe to swim in it,” she
explains. “It can cause problems for water
infrastructure and can cause health
problems for people and pets.”

As the issue became more apparent,
members of the Lake Winnipeg
Foundation realized that individual
citizens could take part in a solution.
They recruited volunteers to help monitor
levels of phosphorous—the nutrient
that, when it’s too abundant in the water,
causes algae blooms. The Foundation
assigns volunteers to sampling sites in
close proximity to their homes, offices, or
even along their commutes, so access is
easy. When they see water levels start to

rise—in the spring, thanks to the thaw,

or because of flooding at other times of
the year—volunteers collect samples in
low-tech containers made from PVC pipe
and concrete. Then, the Lake Winnipeg
Foundation analyzes the samples at the
University of Manitoba.

That’s all still happening this year, even
as COVID-19 has kept people close to
home. ‘A number of our volunteers came
to us and said, “Well, we're stuck at home,
we’d love to get outside and continue
collecting these samples,” Kanu says. In
response, the Foundation found ways for
people to keep monitoring the region’s
waterways safely. As well, notes Kanu,
since provincial and federal programs
were delayed due to the pandemic,

“it could be that [the Lake Winnipeg
Foundation] will have really useful
data that is not available from agency
monitoring programs.”

Designed to be complementary
to provincial and federal data, the
information the Lake Winnipeg
Foundation shares via DataStream will
serve to strengthen the co-operation
between government and citizen
monitors. “There’s a synergy here,” says
Kanu. “Each program will bring different
strengths and we should recognize those
and use them.” m

Why open
access matters

It is surprisingly difficult
to find data about water
quality in Canada.

“It’s stored in all kinds
of different ways, in open
and closed systems,” says
Carolyn DuBois, director
of the water program at
The Gordon Foundation.
“It’s very, very difficult to
find.” She points to a 2017
WWF Canada freshwater
health assessment, which
found there isn’t enough
data available to give most
of Canada’s watersheds a
grade for water quality.

That’s why DataStream,
which is free and doesn’t
require passwords or
software installation, is
so important. Anyone can
contribute or extract data—
whether they’re researchers
at a big university, northern
Indigenous communities,
or regular citizens who just
want to know more about
the health of their town’s
water.

“We're seeing a huge
cultural shift in how science
is being done and who is
doing it,” DuBois says.
“Scientists are now working
with communities who
want to play an active role
monitoring changes in their
environments.”

DataStream is led by The Gordon
Foundation and carried out in
collaboration with monitoring
networks and regional partners,
including the Government of

the Northwest Territories
(DataStream'’s founding partner),
the Atlantic Water Network, and
the Lake Winnipeg Foundation.

VISIT DATASTREAM.ORG TO FIND OUT MORE.
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Tables Turned

In a world where many restaurants won’t survive
the lockdown, what is the future of dining out?

BY COREY MINTZ
ILLUSTRATIONS BY MYRIAM WARES

N 1999, Sanjeev Yogeswaran

came to Canada as a refugee. He

was fourteen years old, and his

family had paid almost $40,000

to get him out of Sri Lanka,

which was gripped by civil war.
At age fifteen, he began working at Pizza
Hut; within a few years, he was work-
ing at three Pizza Huts at the same time,
putting in seventy hours a week. Except
for a brief period when he co-owned
a pub, Yogeswaran has spent the vast
majority of his restaurant career work-
ing for other people. And then the pan-
demic hit.

It was the last weekend in March. The
business Yogeswaran managed was
closed; two weeks without going in to
work was the longest vacation he’d had in
two decades. His sister, Mirna, a financial

manager, had been casually catering for

years, cooking for friends’ birthday par-
ties and the like. The siblings discussed

posting a small selection of dishes for
sale, which they would deliver them-
selves to the areas near their homes, in

the suburban Ajax and Pickering areas.
With little planning—just that quick

conversation—they shared a menu on

WhatsApp, telling family and friends that

they were offering kochikadai biryani

(arice dish in which a basic dough is used

to seal the pot lid so no steam escapes),
chicken fried rice with devil chicken

(fried chicken chunks tossed in vinegar,
soy, sweet sauce with peppers, onions,
and chilies), and yellow rice with mutton

curry. Within half an hour, Yogeswaran

recalls, they started getting orders. “We

hadn’t started cooking.”

Cooking out of Yogeswaran’s home,
they delivered twenty orders that Sat-
urday. Then they started promoting the
food on Instagram and adding more
dishes. By the third week, they were
packing 100 orders and making lam-
prais: rice with mutton curry, eggplant
moju (pickle), fish croquette, boiled egg,
and blachan (a chili shrimp paste), all
bundled in a banana leaf—a lot of work,
but perfect for delivery because the leaf
helps maintain the heat and moisture.
They rented a commercial kitchen from
4 a.m. to 9 a.m., when it would other-
wise have been closed, and hired one of
Yogeswaran’s laid-off cooks. During their
busiest time, they were cooking and de-
livering five days a week: requests from
customers in nearby municipalities had
prompted them to schedule drop-offs
in parking lots with one-hour windows
for pickup. Yogeswaran is now look-
ing for a bricks-and-mortar location to
launch a post-quarantine business.

In the year or two before COVID-19 shut
the restaurant industry down, articles
started popping up about so-called ghost
kitchens, which offer full menus via de-
livery but no restaurant you can walk into
and eat at in person. Back then, discus-
sions about the emerging phenomenon
focused on the potential for restaurants
to expand their reach without the cost
of dining space or front-of-house staff—
a far cry from landing on them as a cre-
ative dining solution to a worldwide pub-
lic health crisis. What the Yogeswarans
had done neatly encapsulates how many
industry observers describe the current
climate: changes to the sector that had
been predicted to unfold over years have
been accelerated to a matter of weeks.

Around the world, we're seeing indica-
tions of what dining will look like during
what you might call the in-between phase
of coviD-19: after restrictions have eased
but before we have a vaccine. In Hong
Kong, they’re taking your temperature
when you arrive. In some restaurants in
Berlin, you scan a QR code on your table
for contact-tracing, so the business can
track you down if there’s an outbreak
linked to the premises. Some restaurants
in Taiwan are using plastic dividers to sep-
arate diners. In Melbourne, restaurants



34

THE WALRUS

are offering limited menus and requiring

payment in advance. A three-Michelin-
starred restaurant in Virginia experi-
mented with poshly dressed mannequins

to make the socially distanced dining

room feel less empty—because, as any
restaurateur will tell you, not only are they
unable to make money with a half-empty
dining room, their customers don’t want

to eat in a half-empty room.

Food-and-hospitality services in Can-
ada employ 1.2 million people, and the
sector’s revenue of about $90 billion
represents an estimated § percent of our
GDP. When independent restaurants fail
at the scale now being predicted—as
many as 85 percent, according to a re-
port commissioned by the Independent
Restaurant Coalition, a US counterpart to
Canada’s Save Hospitality, an alliance of
independent restaurateurs formed in re-
sponse to COVID-19—they don’t just take
down their owners but their employees,
suppliers, farmers, and landlords, along
with the value of commercial rent and
adjacent residential real estate. Because
how much is your house really worth
in that trendy neighbourhood, the one
with all the cool places to eat and drink,
when half those places are boarded up?
Restaurants are a load-bearing pillar of
our culture and economy.

It’s too early to know the full breadth of
what a post-vaccine restaurant landscape
will look like. But, in the current liminal
era, a few patterns are starting to emerge.
Size matters. Flexibility is essential. And
those who have the loyalty of their com-
munities and are willing to try any and
everything—like the Manhattan restau-
rateur who told me she considered trans-
forming her shuttered dining room into
atemporary daycare for friends—will be
the survivors. Many other chefs, owners,
cooks, and servers, and the restaurants
they orbit, will not be so fortunate.

ACK IN MARCH, as it became
apparent that coviD-19 was
about to break out in earnest
across North America, many restaura-
teurs attempted to calm their customers,
assuaging health concerns with social
media posts promising their commitment
to hygiene and customer safety. Behind

the scenes, they were panicking. And, by
the middle of the month, they started
closing. Some cite the shuttering of res-
taurants in France as the first sign of what
was ahead, others the suspension of the
NBA season or Tom Hanks testing posi-
tive. Some wanted to close earlier, believ-
ing there was a moral and public health
obligation, but were waiting for an order

from any level of government—an edict
they could use to justify the closure to
their staff, landlords, and creditors.
Some chose to do takeout and deliv-
ery, at a fraction of their usual revenue.
Some talked to their lawyers about suing
their insurance providers for rejecting
their business-interruption claims. All
of them were trying to figure out what
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to do with the contents of their fridges:
often tens of thousands of dollars’ worth
of perishable ingredients. Many gave
them away to staff or food banks.

It sounds heartwarming —restaura-
teurs sharing their last loaves of bread
and cases of fruit. And the intentions
were certainly good. But it was hardly
uncomplicated. The restaurants owed

their suppliers for those foodstuffs, and
their suppliers owed their farm produ-
cers, and independent farmers are not
known for being flush with cash.
Restaurants pay for their food on
credit, typically with terms of about thirty
days: when restaurants closed in mid-
March, many were preparing to settle
bills for food they had bought a month

prior. With revenue reduced to zero, how
were they going to pay for the inventory
they just gave away? “Ideally you should
have three months of reserves that can
cover you for all expenses, including
payroll,” says Arturo Anhalt, who owns
several Toronto restaurants, including
Milagro and Dirty Bird. “Istudied this in
hotel-management school.” That’s the
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theory. In reality, few restaurants have
that kind of cash reserve.

“The economic disruption doesn’t end
there,” says John Sinopoli, a Toronto res-
taurateur who helped organize Save Hos-
pitality. “My suppliers have called me and
said, ‘If more than 30 percent of you go
bankrupt, we’re done. We can’t absorb
all the receivables. You guys owe us too
much money. We can’t write that off.””

It’s hard to imagine the average out-
sider having strong views about the fixed
costs or monthly payroll expenses in-
volved in furniture manufacturing or
dentistry. But it’s fairly common for
people, whether or not they have any
hospitality experience, to tell me that a
restaurant dish is overpriced or what per-
centage of the business’s revenue should
be coming from alcohol sales.

These assumptions come to us na-
turally: our familiarity with retail food
and alcohol costs enables us to imagine
that we understand restaurant food
pricing. We see a plate of chicken and
compare it to what we pay for chicken at
the store, omitting the labour involved in
ordering, receiving, stocking, and pay-
ing invoices for the chicken; in trimming,
brining, storing, rinsing, and soaking it
in buttermilk; in flour-coating, frying,
and packaging or plating with waffles,
hot sauce, and other ingredients, which
are also not free. Additionally omitted:
the price of commercial real estate, in-
surance, utilities, credit card fees, mar-
keting, HVAC maintenance, grease-trap
cleaning, training, and breakage. (This
list is not exhaustive.)

Similarly, it’s easy for the layperson to
assume that the proliferation of delivery
apps has created a new revenue stream
for restaurants, one that comes with less
overhead—no extra square footage to
rent and no servers to pay. But, while
the tech companies that have made de-
livery so ubiquitous have done a good
job promoting themselves as friends
of the restaurant industry, they take
exorbitant commissions—on average,
about 30 percent—and the economic
results for restaurants are mixed. (Mike
von Massow, a professor in the Univer-
sity of Guelph’s Department of Food,
Agricultural and Resource Economics,

sums up the problem with what he
tells me is an old business-school joke:

“A manager tells the boss there’s good
news and bad. The bad news is we're
losing money on every unit. The good
news is that sales are up.”) All of these
costs come amid rising prices for every-
thing—food, labour, rent—and growing
public pressure to pay staff fairly, provide
benefits, use better ingredients, and sup-
port sustainable food systems.

What all of these factors add up to is
this: 95.8 percent of revenue for Can-
adian restaurants goes to covering their
costs, according to national nonprofit
Restaurants Canada. A restaurant owner
who sells $1 million of food and drinks
will clear $42,000 for herself after pay-
ing all her bills. That makes it hard to
save for a rainy day.

These stresses are part of running
a restaurant in good times. And, in
those times, we can afford to perceive
restaurants as small, one-off businesses
to which we have specific, personal
attachments. But these are not good
times, and the future of restaurants isn’t
just about restaurants alone, a weepy tale
about the local bistro that we hope stays
in business because they always remem-
ber our drink order.

Sinopoli says that the politicians he’s
spoken to at all three levels of govern-
ment, while they want to help, have
no idea how to. And, in addition to the
sector’s low profit margins and inher-
ent fragility, that’s another challenge
that restaurants face in this moment: not
only does the public not understand how
they work, neither does the government.

44 poN’T THINK  ever heard the word
hospitality,” says Diana Rivera, sen-
ior economist at the Brookfield Insti-

tute for Innovation and Entrepreneurship,
of her many years of academic study.

“My instinct is that feeds into the fed-

eral response. If there is less research
about it, then there is less information
as to how they might act.”

“Business schools tend to focus on
export-oriented industries,” explains
Mike Moffatt, a professor of public policy
at Western University. “That doesn’t
dovetail well into restaurants. I think, in

general, it’s the devaluation of work done
by women. Most economists are male.
If you look at the industries we tend to
focus our attention on, they tend to be
oil, gas, and manufacturing—industries
that are nearly 80 percent male.

“One other reason is we tend to focus
on what you’d almost call ‘anchor ten-
ants’ in a retail sense. If you’ve got a city
that’s creating a lot of jobs in the tech
sector or things like that, that will sort of
automatically create a bunch of restau-
rants. So the idea is that a restaurant is
not going to create an auto assembler, but
having an auto assembler move to your
city is probably going to create a bunch
of restaurants.” And thus we have a great
many economists who can advise the
government on matters pertaining to the
automotive sector and comparably fewer
who are equipped to devise policy for
restaurants: if business schools produce
economists who don’t value or under-
stand the hospitality industry, and the
government hires graduates from those
schools to advise it, it’s no wonder that
a restaurant-specific support strategy
eludes us.

This gap at the academic level may
explain the government’s failure to put
forth an industry-specific plan for hos-
pitality. The supports it has offered to
small businesses more broadly are also
of limited help. Loans of $40,000 may
perhaps help a small shop owner who
didn’t have to throw away their entire
inventory, but they’re far less effective
when a restaurateur uses a chunk of it
to simply pay their debt on goods they
never sold. And wage subsidies that re-
quire an employer to still pay 25 percent
are untenable when revenue drops to
zero and, as one restaurateur told me,
your weekly payroll is $70,000.

Save Hospitality has outlined several
proposals for assistance that is more cus-
tomized to the industry. They include:
forgivable loans intended to cover shut-
down losses and reopening costs, the
cessation of commercial property taxes,
arequirement that insurance companies
honour business-interruption claims, and
areduction of taxes on spirits. There has
been no official government response to
the proposals.
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OR RESTAURANTS that have kept
operating during the quarantine,
even partially, it’s been an up-
hill battle. Early in the pandemic, Iori
Kataoka’s Vancouver restaurant, Yuwa
Japanese Cuisine, shifted to produ-
cing food for takeout. It’s a comprom-
ise: items like Yuwa’s griddle-cooked
Wagyu loin steak, the luxuriously fatty
beef served on a sizzling platter with
sauce made from sake lees (a yeast by-
product of the fermentation process),
cannot be stuffed into a takeout container.
“And you may think sushi is fine,” says
Kataoka. “Not really.” Sushi rice should
be human-skin temperature. It hardens
asit cools. Unless fish is cut fresh, it leaks
moisture. “Completely different experi-
ence.” But, early on, Kataoka found that
most of her staff already owned a couple
of packages of masks at home. So she
pivoted quickly. With just a few employ-
eesin the kitchen and Kataoka doing de-
liveries herself, she was averaging about
30 percent of her previous revenue at
first—Dby July, it was about 55 percent.
“There is a Japanese saying,” says
Kataoka. “‘Act as if you are grasping the
straw to climb up the mountain.” That’s
what I'm feeling. You don’t have anything
to hold. It may break any time. But you
have no choice. You have to climb up.”
The reality is that many restaurants
will never reopen. Until a vaccine is
created and distributed, those that do
will be facing ever-changing COvVID-19
outbreaks, capacity limitations, and a re-
cession. Industry analysts expect that res-
taurants in our postpandemic world will
be smaller in a number of ways. “We’ll
definitely see [fewer] bricks-and-mortar
locations,” says Robert Carter, industry
adviser for Straton Hunter, a hospitality-
consultant group. “Even the ones we do
see will have smaller footprints.” He en-
visions underperforming independents
closing, with chains taking advantage of
areduction in rents to expand their loca-
tions. Large restaurant companies have
access to capital along with departments
dedicated to strategic planning, market-
ing, and other business development; in
a time of flux, this can be a great advan-
tage. Smaller restaurants share a bond
with their customers and have loyalty in

their communities that chains often do
not, but they’ve traditionally been too
lean to plan for emergencies and have
little in the way of savings.
Constrained by those parameters,
what will restaurants in the latter group
doto boost their odds of survival? We’ve
seen chefs performing tutorials on
Instagram, dining spaces repurposed
to package food for takeout and meal
kits, restaurants turned into grocery
stores. These initiatives are important
in the short term, for increasing cash
flow and maintaining a connection to
customers, but they have their limits.

Changes to the
sector that had
been predicted
to unfold over
years have been
accelerated to a
matter of weeks.

“Diversification gives some insurance
against uncertainty,” says von Massow,
the University of Guelph economist.

“But only if it doesn’t cannibalize the
core business. [Restaurants] shouldn’t
try to be all things to all people.”

Though many restaurants began sell-
ing groceries in addition to cooked food
in response to the pandemic, most can’t
make money on that model in the long
term. As dining service resumes, the
storage room it requires will eat up too
much precious square footage and fridge
space. And, as safety concerns about
returning to grocery stores wane, most
people won’t be willing to shop at restau-
rants anyway. If a restaurant can execute
additional services, such as making meal
kits, which increase business volume
during otherwise quiet hours, that will
help, says von Massow. But, if they pull
volume out of the kitchen during peak
hours, then it’s a competitive service
rather than a complementary one.

As delivery continues to be a larger
focus, some restaurants will have to
change their physical spaces, shrinking
dining rooms and expanding kitchens.
Carter also predicts that more will shift
to providing their own delivery to avoid
exorbitant app-based fees—a new chal-
lenge for independents whose core com-
petency is cooking and service. On the
upside, says von Massow, “it may deal
with some of the issues we’ve had with
[that] delivery model: cold food, con-
trol, distance, which foods get delivered.”

Self-delivery is also going to make or-
dering more expensive. The third-party
app-based “disruptor” version of this ser-
vice comes at the expense of its couriers,
who are exploited by virtue of being in-
dependent contractors, and is subsidized
by the venture capital that gets poured
into the tech industry. When restaurants
have to pay standardized wages to people
delivering food, those costs will have to
be passed on to the diner.

Overall, von Massow and other indus-
try analysts believe that restaurant eat-
ing will need to become more expensive.

“We will eat out less, but we’ll have to get
more out of the experience,” he says. “I'm
not sure we have a sense of the elasticity
of restaurant demand yields. It probably
varies by type of restaurant.” Elasticity
is the measure of how much consumer
demand changes based on price fluctua-
tions: it’s why demand goes down when
prices go up. Given that supply—the
number of tables in a restaurant, which
will need to be spaced out to allow for
physical distancing—is going down, von
Massow suspects we’ll soon learn more
about this no-longer-academic question.
If there are only half as many seats avail-
able, let’s say, how much will a restaura-
teur be able to increase her prices before
customers start to balk and those tables
go empty anyway? An extra 10 percent?
For the people who scramble for reserva-
tions at the latest hot spot, probably. For
many of us who have been cooped up for
months and are desperate for a sense of
normalcy, maybe. An extra 100 percent?
We have noidea.

People eat out for a lot of reasons. One
of them s to feel like a part of something:
the unique intoxication of a room full
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of strangers eating, drinking, laughing,
and flirting. It’s the difference between
seeing a really funny comedy in a theatre
full of people and watching it on your
laptop, alone. The best restaurateurs
are magicians, and the environments
they conjure are as much stagecraft as
cooking. That’s the part, perhaps even
more than the nuances of the food on
the plate, that all the takeout and deliv-
ery in the world cannot replicate—and
we’re about to find out just how much
that part matters. How much is a restau-
rant experience really worth?
Answering that question may involve
ideas that were previously almost un-
thinkable in the industry, such as demand,
or dynamic, pricing. Embraced long ago
by airlines, hotels, and car-rental agen-
cies, dynamic pricing is the practice of
adjusting what you charge based on
fluctuating demand —it’s why it costs
more to fly on weekends than mid-week.
The only Canadian restaurateur I know
who has tried this is Roger Yang, who re-
calibrated the cost of the tasting menu at
arestaurant he had couple of years ago:
a little bit less from Sunday to Thursday

and a little more on Friday and Saturday.
(The goal back then was not to increase
revenue but to more evenly distribute it,
along with labour, over the week.) Be-
cause he won't be able to safely fill all the
seats at his restaurants on weekends now,
he thinks he’ll probably use this model
again over the next while. Other restau-
rants that won’t or can’t shift a signifi-
cant portion of their revenue away from
dine-in service may find themselves in-
clined to do the same.

What’s far less clear is whether and
how the pandemic and its aftermath will
affect the third rail of restaurant politics:
wages and tipping. Some restaurateurs
think that the preexisting pressure to im-
prove payment for servers and kitchen
staff, combined with the constraints of
dining in this in-between, pre-vaccine
time —needing to space tables out
means fewer diners, and fewer diners
means fewer tips—make the choice clear.

“Everybody is starting to rethink their
business,” says Amanda Cohen, chef-
owner of New York’s Dirt Candy, which
eliminated tipping in favour of a service
charge in 2015. “Everybody is having this
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for employees and employee rights. ‘Tm
grateful to have this job,’ as a mantra, can
be a bit of a dangerous terrain.”

OT EVERYONE was unprepared.

While the majority of restaura-

teurs scrambled to cope with the
seismic shock to their system, some had
the resources to weather or adapt to the
storm. Richmond Station, in Toronto’s
financial core, has been busy since it
opened in 2012. As is usually the case
with a successful restaurant, diners and
interviewers constantly asked when the
proprietors were going to open another
location (perhaps a bit more so in this
case because Richmond Station was
founded by chef-owner Carl Heinrich
just after he won Top Chef Canada). But,
because Heinrich and his partners have
resisted the common urge to expand, and
because they’re operating their restau-
rant with no debt, he thinks they’re in
a good position to get through.

Many wildly successful chef-driven
restaurants have had to shutter locations
recently—not because the businesses
weren’t profitable but because they don’t
have the cash reserves to sustain a long
closure. Momofuku has permanently
closed two of its locations (Nishi, in
New York, and ccDc, in Washington)
while Portland’s Pok Pok has perma-
nently closed four of its six locations,
the owner citing the carrying costs of
so many businesses as a factor.

Staying small is one protective mech-
anism, it turns out. Old fashioned in-
novation is another. Five years ago, just
a few blocks away from Richmond Sta-
tion, Colin Li began taking over the res-
taurant his parents had opened in 1997.
It was difficult at first: he remembers his
parents resenting his insistence on short-
ening Hong Shing’s menu of 200 dishes.
But, gradually, Limanaged to court a new
audience with an updated menu and
modern social media strategy while
maintaining existing clientele by hold-
ing on to key dishes and cooking methods.
And then, a year ago, Li began developing
an online ordering system. The problem
with the delivery-app companies wasn’t
just their commissions, Li believed, but
their control of customer data.

In a stroke of good fortune, Lilaunched
his ordering platform two weeks before
everything went haywire: without in-
tending to, he had spent the past year
preparing for a pandemic. On the back
end, the new ordering system gave him
the ability to see which web pages his
customers were coming from (like via
Instagram or through a Google search),
how much time they were spending on
his website, where on the page they were
stopping, and where they were clicking.
Using information like this, he can
automatically target customers by, for

In good times,
we can afford
to perceive
restaurants as
places to which
we have specific,
personal
attachments.
But these are
not good times.

example, sending them an email encour-
aging them to try a dish he already knows

they’ve been eyeing. Seeing Chinese res-
taurants close all over the suburbs, Li

launched a social media campaign ask-
ing people where they wanted him to

deliver; he would go to wherever there

were the most requests.

Most customers have become used
to making food choices at the last
minute: what they want, when they
want. Changing this kind of consum-
er behaviour is hard. But quarantine,
isolation, and public health guidelines
upended so much of our behaviour over-
night that they also created opportun-
ities—and those are what enabled Li to
redefine this relationship with diners to
the point where they will order dinner
days in advance.

MORE EPHEMERAL but no less
significant obstacle to recoveryis
the language we use to describe
the times we’re in—how we use words
like recovery in the first place. Calling our
current phase of COvVID-19—not quite
shut, not quite open—a “restart” or a
“reopening,” as many governments and
establishments are, underplays just how
big and long-lasting the challenges are.
“I think that’s entirely the wrong term,”
says Moffatt, who worries that language
like this makes the process seem easier
than itis. The looming discontinuation
of government support, as opposed to an
alternative strategy that includes long-
term investment in retraining and jobs
programs, reflects the problems with
thinking of something as a “restart.”

“I think it matters very much what we
call anything,” says the Brookfield Insti-
tute’s Rivera, urging language that priori-
tizes this as a transitional, gradual stage,
one that is likely to have setbacks. The
danger of “reopening” language, says
Rivera, is that restaurants will be oper-
ating at very difficult margins—maybe
at aloss, maybe breaking even if they’re
lucky. And, with simplistic terminology,
there will be less public awareness of
those risks and struggles and, therefore,
the possibility of a too-fast withdrawal
of government support. “That adds up
to a huge macroeconomic risk.” If policy
makers don’t recognize the transition-
al, gradual nature of this recovery, we
could see another wave of closures and
job losses: restaurants that used savings,
savviness, and government help to sur-
vive the quarantine period only to reach
insolvency when they reopen, but just
partially.

One fragile thread to guide us up
a mountain. When I check back with
Kataoka, a while after our first con-
versation, she offers up a new saying:
“A drowning man will catch a straw.” We
may yet find that there is more truth to
that than we’d hoped. 1Of
COREY MINTZ is a food reporter who
has written for the Globe and Mail and
the New York Times. He is currently
working on a book about the future of
restaurants.
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The Making
of an Incel

How online misogyny turns into offline violence

BY KATHERINE LAIDLAW
ILLUSTRATION BY ANSON CHAN

ASS VIOLENCE motivated by misogyny is repeatedly

attributed to mental illness, framed as the act of a lone

man driven to snap by his disordered neurology. That’s

what happened in Montreal when a gunman killed four-

teen women in 1989. It happened again when another

man murdered six people in Isla Vista, California, in 2014.
And again when a fifty-one-year-old denturist killed twenty-two people in
and around Portapique, Nova Scotia, in April, in the deadliest mass shoot-
ing in Canadian history.

The connections between mental illness and attacks like these will be ex-
plored in depth in a trial set to start this November. Alek Minassian is accused
of killing ten people and attempting to kill sixteen others by driving a van
through crowds of pedestrians on a Toronto sidewalk two years ago. The
judge in the case has said the outcome will turn not on whether Minassian
committed the crime but on his state of mind when he did.

Hours after the attack, Minassian told police that he wanted revenge.
He’d been rejected by a woman and was part of a group known as “incels,”
a community of self-described “involuntarily celibate” men who gather
online to share frustrations about a lack of access to sex. Thousands of users
fill forums on websites like 4chan and other, darker parts of the internet.
They discuss violent fantasies—such as ruining the good looks of attract-
ive men and women with acid attacks—encourage rape, and advocate for
mass killings. In the last few years, some of these calls have resulted in
attacks offline, new developments in the tradition of misogyny-based vio-
lence that has existed for the duration of human history.
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It has always been easier to isolate
the perpetrators in these cases by their
psychologies than to ask, How did we
get here? But the research we gather af-
ter every misogyny-motivated mass kill-
ing shows us something we’d rather it
didn’t. It reveals that there is a terror-
ist ideology at work and online forums
have given it a place to fester and spread.
One study, published last year in the Jour-
nal of Language Aggression and Conflict
and conducted by six researchers from
around the globe, used language analy-
sis to determine that the incel ideology
frequently has links to violent extrem-
ism. For example, the forums’ users have
aunique and well-developed subculture
language that clearly defines an in-group
(the people who aren’t having sex) and
an out-group (the people who are). The
forums also contain direct incitements to
violence, and some users frame the only
solution to inceldom as harming one of
the out-groups. The fantasies are vivid,
as is the glorification of people who have
carried out those scenarios.

In May, the Canadian Security Intelli-
gence Service (CsIs) moved to classify the
incel movement as ideologically motiv-
ated violent extremism, which could
make it easier for law enforcement to
lay terrorism charges in the event that an
attack is committed by a member. The
day before that announcement, the RCMP
laid what is likely the world’s first-ever
terrorism charge against a self-identified
incel, a seventeen-year-old who had
killed a woman and injured two others
in a Toronto massage parlour.

Still, the narrative of the unstable lone
wolf endures. And, as researchers try to
move past the paradigm of violence and
mental illness, they’re learning more
about the anger brewing in these forums.
To explain how that anger has become
asocial issue, Amy Coren, a Florida State
University (FSU) researcher who focuses
on the incel community, offers an an-
alogy. When you walk into a restaurant,
she says, you either look for a hostess sta-
tion or seat yourself'if there is a sign that
says to. You don’t walk into the kitchen
and start cooking. The question is, Why
not? The script that tells us what to do in-
side a restaurant is one of the hundreds
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of thousands that run through our
heads every day, tacit knowledge about

how to interact—how to be, really—in

society. Somehow, she says, the incels’
scripts have been twisted. “Our ques-
tions should be, How do they get these

scripts? How do they think that’s a valid

way of interacting with the world?”

UNDITS HAVE long cast about

for simple explanations to the

tangled problems of misogyny
and violence. Days after Toronto’s van
attack—and before csis had linked
the incel movement with terrorism—
one columnist wrote, “I am sure that
many people were relieved (as I was)
when [the theory that this was a terror-
ism attack] turned out to be wrong. A ter-
rorist attack has far grimmer political,
social and security implications than
arandom act of violence by a homicidal
loser.” Following other attacks similarly
motivated by misogyny-as-ideology,
some commentators have suggested
that video games, prescription stimu-
lants such as Ritalin, or psychosis were
to blame. (Such arguments continue to
be made even though people living with
mental illness are statistically more likely
to be victims of violence than perpetra-
tors of'it.) Still others have proposed sex
robots as a way to stem the sexual frus-
tration and, ultimately, the violence. But
these narrow solutions are misguided
and won't solve a societal problem. Many
of the incels who frequent online forums
aren’t really angry because they can’t
have sex. Theirs is a conversation about
power: they are angry because they can’t
have sex with the women they feel they
deserve simply for being themselves.
They reject the idea that women, whom
they view as subhuman “femoids,” have
the right to choose at all.

Roman poet Horace described anger
asa “transient” madness. The quotation,
which has been translated in slightly dif-
ferent ways across centuries, comes from
The Epistles of Horace, first published in
20 BCE. Two thousand years later, clin-
ical psychologist Louis Sass would write,

“the madman is a protean figure in the
Western imagination, yet there is a same-
ness to his many masks.” This perception

of the violent criminal as necessarily in-
sane has pervaded the cultural conversa-
tion across millennia. That view persists

today, even as the news fills with attacks

linked by ideology we see and don’t want

to believe. “The conflation of mental ill-
ness and violence is a very difficult para-
digm to overcome,” says James Clark,
dean of FSU’s college of social work.

The college is where new research
on incel radicalization is taking place,
prompted by yet another tragic attack.
In November 2018, a man walked into
a Tallahassee yoga studio and shot five
women and one man before killing him-
self. The army veteran had planned the
attack for months and identified publicly
as a member of the incel community in
a series of YouTube videos he posted
under the name Scott Carnifex—Latin
for “executioner.” Twice, in 2012 and
2016, he’d been charged with battery
against a woman. Like many in the incel
community, he’d expressed admiration
for Elliot Rodger, the man who killed six
people in Isla Vista, California, and left
behind a garbled manifesto.

The Tallahassee man killed two
women that night in the yoga studio.
One of them was Maura Binkley,
a twenty-one-year-old FSuU student. In
the aftermath, her parents wanted to ad-
vocate for stricter gun regulations and
red-flag laws, which would allow family
members or police to petition the court
to temporarily take away someone’s fire-
arms if that person were deemed to be
a danger to themselves or to others. To
power their activism, Maura’s parents
needed data—on intimate-partner vio-
lence, for example, and developing and
recurrent misogynist ideologies—that
they couldn’t find. The Binkleys decided
to partner with FSU, under an umbrella or-
ganization they called the Maura’s Voice
Research Fund, to support research that
might prevent violence against women,
including examining stalking-violence
patterns, evaluating red-flag laws, and
developing threat-assessment tools for
people motivated to kill not a particular
person but an entire subset of people. The
organization’s ultimate goal, Clark says, is
to produce research that can drive policy
changes to help prevent future attacks.

Coren, one of the researchers at the
college, says her work will tie what we
know about 18IS radicalization on web-
sites like Facebook to linguistic and en-
vironmental analyses of incel forums.
She’s working to develop a portrait of
a community, she says, a typology of
incels that will allow researchers and
policy makers to differentiate between
a “shy incel” and an “aggressive” one.
The distinction might help the team
identify ways to prevent violent attacks.
Researchers in the field know that in-
fighting is rampant, for example, and
that there’s a visible contingent that ob-
jects to violence. “There are certainly
incels who have a lot of unexpressed
anger and aggression toward women,
but there are a lot of incels who abso-
lutely do not,” Coren says. “There’s a
contingent that says, I feel alienated,
I don’t feel like I can talk to people.
They’re the ‘shy incels.”” The faction
that incites violence is smaller but has
an increasingly vocal bent and developed
ideology, each fantasy ratcheted up to
best the last.

But, Coren says, the research team
doesn’t believe either of these classifi-
cations has anything to do with mental
illness. “The idea that you can relate
those two things seems very enticing.
But it’s just a correlation, not causation.
You could have mental illness and be an
incel, but mental illness doesn’t cause
you to be an incel. This is a sociological
phenomenon that’s driven by social
awkwardness, expectations, community,
self-perceived deficiencies, and aliena-
tion. Those, coupled with a community
that stokes the fire, are what drives the
incel movement.”

The impact of social alienation is un-
deniable. Talk on the forums often de-
volves into self-loathing and suicidality.
One subgroup of the incel movement,
known as “blackpillers,” occasionally
promotes rape and suicide for incels who
are deemed too ugly to get laid. “There
really is nothing else worth living for,
people laugh at us for that but it’s the
truth,” reads one post on incels.co. “The
only reason we exist is to share love and
have sex. If you can’t do that, there is
no ‘hobby’ or ‘career’ that can make up
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or replace that. There’s just nothing.”
Another reads, “An incel’s options are
cope or rope.”

L& B NCELDOM, for along time, has been
viewed as a disease, not a state,”
says Lauren Callahan, an independ-

ent researcher who works with Clark.
This idea suggests that members are sick
with the same ailment their compatri-
ots have and that, rather than a passing
state, it’s an illness that can’t easily be
cured. Like many echo chambers, it keeps
participants participating, stuck in an
increasingly nihilistic headspace. This
perspective dovetails with the idea, from
terrorism theorists, that the foundational
components of radicalization are needs,
narratives, and networks. The Three Pil-
lars of Radicalization, a 2019 book on the
subject, explains that, when someone
has all three—a desire for personal sig-
nificance, a narrative that guides them
in that quest for renown, and a network
that offers veneration to the members
who validate and implement the collect-
ive narrative—they’re much more likely
to progress into violent extremism. And
research is proving that these online com-
munities act as pressure cookers, speed-
ing up the radicalization process.

Callahan has observed an increasingly
militarized language style in forums
hosted on various websites and on Dis-
cord servers, where private chats take
place. Similar to other avenues of online
radicalization, incels.co offers a posting
structure that incentivizes participation
and escalation. At zero posts, you're
a “recruit.” After 500, you're moved up
to an “officer” ranking. At 1,500, you're
a “captain”; at 5,000, you're an “over-
lord”; at 25,000, you're “transcendental”;
and, once you reach 30,000 posts, you're

“enlightened.” If the implications weren’t

so sinister, it would sound cartoonish.
Coren and Callahan have also been
exploring the forums’ coded messages,
word usage, and preliminary links that
tie excessive first-person pronoun use—
talking about yourself more than about
others—into the language of radicaliz-
ation and extremism.

Some servers, in an attempt to rid
themselves of incel communities, have

treated them like rodents in a game of
whack-a-mole, a well-intentioned ap-
proach that has largely proven futile. In
November 2017, when the online plat-
form Reddit shut down an incel forum
it hosted, the group had approximately
40,000 members. Their grievances
continue to reverberate through the
internet, on sites such as incels.co (more
than 10,000 members) and looksmax.me
(more than 6,000 members), among
others. For years, incels have written
posts in ciphers to evade detection by
law enforcement, something the Toronto

“The real
intellectual
problem hereis,
Canwe accurately
predict violence
before it
happens?”

van killer Alek Minassian explained in
his April 2018 interview with senior de-
tective Rob Thomas. On these forums,
MAP, for example, stands for “minor-
attracted person” and is used to de-
scribe those who post about underage
girls. “Going ER” is used as a signal for
violence and incorporates the initials
of Elliot Rodger, who carried out such
an attack. In his interview, Minassian
also told police that he’d been in private
communication with Rodger and with
another man, who killed nine people
at Oregon’s Umpqua Community Col-
lege in 2015.

AKING SENSE of a movement

in which participants are mi-

grating to darker parts of the
internet to avoid being watched can feel
overwhelming. “Sometimes I think, This
must be what it was like to live through

the Gutenberg era,” Clark says. “I feel
like an illiterate parent whose children
have the Bible for the first time. The
impacts of social media are just as pro-
found.” He’s been tasked with develop-
ing a threat-assessment tool that will
eventually help law enforcement and
policy makers better implement red-
flag laws. “The real intellectual problem
here is, Can we accurately predict vio-
lence before it happens?” Clark muses.
“The answer is no.”

Atleast, not yet. In May, the Canadian
government announced a ban on 1,500
types of assault-style weapons. Public-
safety minister Bill Blair also said the
government plans to table gun-control
reforms when Parliament is able to re-
sume regular sessions, including ex-
panding red-flag laws that would allow
relatives, victims, and community mem-
bers to report someone who could pose a
threat. And, as more and more American
states implement red-flag laws, groups
like Maura’s Voice are mining the work
of security experts and forensic psych-
ologists on related topics, such as how
to protect celebrities from stalkers and
assailants.

Developing a threat-assessment

framework, Clark says, will include
monitoring what’s happening in online
forums and treating them as their own
environments, with similar social and
psychological consequences to the ones
that arise from places people gather in
person. “Most mental health profes-
sionals, including in law enforcement,
are trained to work with people who are
acutely suicidal or homicidal. But not
somebody like the people we’re talk-
ing about, who are very angry and have
anideology of hate and may have some
plans for how they want to make that
known in the world,” Clark says. “There
are so many different pathways to an
act of violence. We’re not claiming to
develop any kind of magic instrument
to predict future violence. The idea is
prevention.” §
KATHERINE LAIDLAW writes for Toronto
Life, The Atlantic, and Outside, among
others. She is a former senior editor of
The Walrus.
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Tick Toc

The bloodthirsty parasites are spreading north —
and making the woods more dangerous than ever

BY STEPHANIE NOLEN
PHOTOGRAPHY BY EAMON MAC MAHON
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HEN KATIE CLOW

and her research

students arrive

in a windowless

lab at the Ontario

Veterinary College,
in Guelph, Ontario, on a drizzly late-fall
morning, envelopes have piled up on
their workbench like a manila snowdrift.
They slip on white coats and reach for
scissors to start slitting open the padded
packets. Each one contains a slip of paper
and a small plastic vial or two. The paper-
work lists the name of a veterinary clinic
somewhere in Canada and the identi-
fying details of someone’s pet: a six-
year-old golden retriever in Moncton,
a four-year-old tabby in Victoria.

Inside each corresponding vial is a
tick—or fifty—plucked from the body of
that pet and mailed in for research. With
her team, Clow, a professor of veterinary
medicine with expertise in epidemiology
and ecology, opens the vials and tips the
rigid bodies of the arachnids into a petri
dish. Unless they’re not dead: after a week
or two in the custody of Canada Post, they
sometimes emerge and start scurrying
across the bench. When a live one tum-
bles out in front of research assistant Kiera
Murison, she snatches a pair of tweezers
to pluck it up and deposits it into a vial of
ethanol, with a whispered apology, switl-
ing it around to bring a prompt demise.
When the ticks are all definitely dead,

they are stored in the fridge until Clow,
an ebullient thirty-two-year-old whose
students call her the Tick Queen, has
time to sit down with a box of them. She
identifies the ticks quickly, by species
and by gender, based partly on the ap-
pearance of their hard outer shell, called
a scutum, and sometimes by the shape
of their protruding mouthparts. Most of
the ticks mailed to her Canadian Pet Tick
Survey are American dog ticks, Derm-
acentor variabilis, or blacklegged ticks
(also called deer
ticks), Ixodes scapu-
laris: those are the
two types you are
most likely to find
on your pet or your
tent or your toddler
this summer.

OPPOSITE

An adult female
blacklegged tick
in Christie Lake
Conservation
Area, near
Hamilton, Ontario

Once identified, the ticks go under the
knife: with a scalpel blade, Murison slices
them to bits. Ticks that were found and
removed before they had time for along
feed are smaller than a watermelon seed
and nearly as crunchy: they resist the
scalpel. But the engorged ticks, the ones
that had a hearty blood meal, can be
swollen up like a stewed cranberry. Cut-
ting them is more like carving a soggy
M&M. “You definitely hear the outer
shell breaking,” says Murison, hack-
ing away at a rigid American dog tick
so vigorously that her blond ponytail
swings back and forth. When the en-
gorged ticks are dissected, they give off
aloamy smell from the coagulated blood
that has ballooned them to as much as

ten times their original size. Clow and
her team marinate the chopped ticks in
chemical reagents then run them through
a process that extracts the DNA in the
bug hash. There are two main types of
genetic material they are looking for in
blacklegged ticks: that of Borrelia burg-
dorferi, the bacteria that causes Lyme
disease, and Anaplasma phagocytophilum,
the cause of anaplasmosis, which brings
fever, vomiting, and in rare cases, can
cause respiratory and organ failure. Clow
finds B. burgdorferi in about 25 percent
of samples; A. phagocytophilum is much
more rare, found in just 1 to 2 percent.
Murison shoves aside a heap of en-
velopes and shakes her head at the pile.
“We’re not supposed to be getting this
many in October,” she says. There are
ticks in all seasons now. Lyme rates are
surging because the ticks that spread
it—1I. scapularis, predominantly—are

rapidly expanding their range. Climate

change has made much of the most

populated part of Canada an ideal habi-
tat for many species of ticks; I. scapularis,
which spreads Lyme, in particular, is

rapidly expanding its range. In the early
1970s, there was just one known colony
of blacklegged ticks in Canada, at Long

Point, on the north shore of Lake Erie. By
the 20005, the tick was being found all

over southern Ontario, Quebec, Mani-
toba, and the Atlantic provinces. Today,
they’re marching steadily west from

Manitoba on their eight tiny legs.

I scapularis is no bigger than a poppy
seed when it does most of its damage,
but this particular tick is emerging as an
outsize threat. “Their capacity to move
into new areas and to take advantage of
suitable habitats and warming climates is
completely different,” says Robbin Lind-
say, a research scientist at the National
Microbiology Laboratory in Winnipeg.
Lindsay has studied this particular tick
extensively in along career that has made
him an internationally recognized expert
on vector-borne illnesses. He has been
bitten by hundreds of ticks, a couple of
which made him hideously ill, and yet,
when he speaks of I. scapularis, admira-
tion suffuses his voice. “The sky seems
to be the limit for them,” he says. “They
are taking over the reins as the number
one vector of pathogens to humans. And
that’s only changed in the last twenty
years.” I scapularisis “extremely Catholic
with its taste for blood,” Lindsay says. It
will feed on both migrating birds and big
mammals that cover wide ranges—help-
ing it expand its territory—and it’s also
delighted to encounter a human and her
dog. In tick-borne disease literature, the
blacklegged tick is almost universally de-
scribed as “aggressive.”

The knowledge that this tick is prolif-
erating in the most densely populated
area of Canada, potentially spreading
notjust Lyme disease but anaplasmosis
and babesiosis, an infection that resem-
bles malaria, is disturbing in ways that it
feels as though we have not yet grasped.
It will precipitate a significant change in
how Canadians view our relationship
with our environment. When I asked an-
other tick expert, Nick Ogden, a research
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scientist at the National Microbiology

Lab, how much he worried about ticks, he

explained that, since he did much of his

research in Africa, where he was think-
ing about puft adders, typhoid, cholera,
malaria, and about a dozen other things

that might kill people, ticks figured fairly

low on his list.

In Canada, however, the list of ambi-
ent things we must fear is not long. Out-
doors, it’s grizzlies, rattlesnakes, maybe
a rogue cougar if you are massively un-
lucky, and of course, the cold. Other-
wise, it’s icy highways, drunk drivers,
and unstable ladders. But we don’t need
to worry much about lethal things lurking
in our gardens or in the dark corners of
our closets. Or, rather, we didn’t need to.
Until now.

N A COLD grey autumn after-

noon, Katie Clow takes me into

the woods, an hour’s drive from
Guelph, to drag for ticks. She equips me
with a white hazmat suit, seals off my
ankles with duct tape, and hands me
a white flannel blanket taped to a metre-
long stick. Then we set off into the under-
brush, dragging the blanket awkwardly
over brambles. We pass a few hikers,
who take one look at our cs1 getups and
our blankets and hurry away. Clow and
her team of students go dragging every
year, and every year they find ticks far-
ther north. “One year you find a couple
of ticks,” she says, “and the next year
you're finding half a dozen ticks, and
the next year you're finding ten ticks
and Borrelia.”

Where there is Borrelia burgdorferi,
there’s arisk of Lyme. The disease causes
fever, fatigue, and joint aches, and it is an
emerging public health problem. There
were 2,025 cases reported to the Public
Health Agency of Canada in 2017, the
last year for which data is available, but
the agency speculates that number is
underreported and predicts as many as
10,000 new cases each year in the 2020s.
Huge swaths of Ontario, Quebec, Mani-
toba, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia
are now considered Lyme risk areas. But,
at the same time, we’re more aware of
Lyme and how to manage it: many people
who spend time in areas with ticks know

to do a “tick check” after being outside
and know that, if you find and remove
the bug within twenty-four hours of when
it began to feed, you can’t get the Lyme
bacteria. While there is no vaccine for
Lyme available, the bacteria is treatable
with antibiotics. If you don’t find the tick
or don’t get the telltale bull’s-eye rash,
Lyme can be harder to identify, and you
can suffer symptoms for weeks or months
until diagnosis. A small subset of those
infected report a “chronic” infection,
although most scientists reject the idea
this could occur; one hypothesis is that
the so-called chronic infections are ac-
tually coinfections of Lyme and another
tick-borne pathogen, such as Anaplasma,
for which doctors do not routinely test.

After about an hour in the forest with
Clow, I stop for a periodic inspection of
my blanket and, right near the top, head-
ing with surprising speed for the handle
(and my bare hand) I see—something?

“Katie,” I ask, “is this a tick?”

Clow hurries to me, leans in for a look,
and lights up like Christmas morning.
I have picked up an adult female black-
legged tick, with a black hood on a hand-
some dark-red scutum. A short while
later, Clow finds a tick on her own blanket
and is equally pleased: you'd never guess
she has encountered 10,000 ticks in her
professional life. She identifies it—an-
other I scapularis—then sets it gently
down on aleaf'soIcan have a good look.
The tickimmediately scooches to the end
of the leaf and begins to wave its front
legs back and forth.

“Ooh,” Clow croons. “She’s questing!”

A questing tick waits at the end of
a blade of grass or leaf, with its legs
outstretched, tracking the changes in
heat and COz2 that signal that something
biteable is walking by, poised to jump
aboard—a sort of arthropod hitchhiking.
Watching Clow watch the tick, I recog-
nize the phenomenon that I saw in Rob-
bin Lindsay and every other tick expert
I talked to: the admiration for ticks, for
their adaptability and ingenuity and
complexity.

A tick can live for a few years without
feeding. But, like a video game vampire,
they need blood—a “blood meal,” asit’s
known in the zoology world—to level up

and move between stages of the life cycle.
They start out as eggs, typically laid in

the leaf litter on a forest floor. (But some,
like the brown dog tick, will deposit eggs

in a convenient crevice in your floor.) The

eggs hatch into larvae, with just six legs,
usually in late summer, although the sea-
sonal timing varies between ticks. And

thus begins the hunt for a host—a reptile,
bird, amphibian, or mammal that will

provide the blood that will allow them

to mature. When the larvae have fed on

something small, they drop back to the

ground and moult, becoming a nymph.
They will overwinter, burrowing under

the leaf'litter to keep warm. As nymphs,
they develop that last set of legs, and at

this stage, they can host many pathogens.
When the next blood meal happens, typ-
ically off'a larger creature, they are able to

be infected with bacteria or viruses—and

to pass them on, when they feed again,
as an adult. Nymphal ticks are tiny, and

thus much harder to spot and remove, so

they’re the ones most likely to get away

with making their way inside your trou-
sers and having a long feed. After the

nymph moults again to become an adult,
it quests its way onto a larger host, such

as a dog or a deer or a human. Males

and females meet and mate on a host

before dropping off; some species lay

several thousand eggs in a process that

can take weeks. If a female doesn’t find

a host to reproduce on in the fall, she bur-
rows back into the leaf litter and waits

for spring.

It’s a risky requirement, this need
to feed on an exponentially larger and
faster-moving host, when you're a slow-
moving creature the size of a sesame seed.
And it’s the range of ways that ticks have
found to navigate that risk that seems
to make the tick people really excited.
I asked Nick Ogden, a soft-spoken man
from the north of England who emigrated
to Quebec after studying Lyme disease

at Oxford, why he
chose tickswhenhe gpposiTE
was starting out as  Katie Clow

drags for ticks
in Christie Lake
Conservation
Area in
November 2019

a veterinary scien-
tist—given that he
had his choice of
creatures great and
small. He started






50

THE WALRUS

off casually but, in seconds, had revved
up into a full-throated praise song:

They’re just amazing, amazing
parasites. They are immensely ten-
acious. You find ticks pretty much
everywhere in the world, in a whole
lot of different ecological niches to
which they have adapted themselves.
Their whole biology is fascinating,
how they sense hosts around them
by being able to smell the CO2 we
produce and the other kinds of phero-
mones that we’re producing. Then
there’s their whole feeding thing:
everyone thinks it’s like mosqui-
toes, that they’re just like a syringe,
but they’re fascinating! They dig a
hole in us, they bury their heads in,
and they feed for up to two weeks.
The mouthparts of an adult female
tick are about the size of a splinter.
The first thing that you feel with a
splinter is that it hurts. And the first
thing that you feel when a mos-
quito bites you, either it hurts or it
stings. But you don’t know the tick
is there!

A tick can coat its body in its own
saliva, a liquid salty enough to pull
moisture from the atmosphere. That
is sustenance enough to keep it going
for months—or even years—while it’s
waiting for a meal. The saliva is pro-
duced in glands that can occupy as much
as a third of the tick’s body cavity, and
when it is time to feed —the most dan-
gerous time in a tick’s life—this liquid is
its primary defence mechanism against
ahost’s immune system. When you stroll
by and a questing tick makes the success-
ful leap, it attaches in one of two ways:
by transuding a sort of glue to keep its
mouth in place, or, as with the black-
legged tick, by poking barbed mouth-
parts into your flesh. When a tick bites,
it begins by secreting enzymes that de-
stroy a circle of flesh and create a tiny
puddle of blood, which it begins to suck
up. (A tick takes in blood and sends out
saliva in alternating cycles.) The tick
needs to kill pain so you won’t realize it’s
there and flick it off. And it needs to stop
your body from mounting the immune
response that it would otherwise send

against this intruder from the moment
its mouthparts pierce your skin. Among
the 3,500 proteins identified in the sal-
iva of various ticks, some stop the mol-
ecules carrying a pain signal, while
others are vasodilators, to get the blood
flowing, or anticoagulants, to keep it
from clotting. Some proteins stop the
histamine response, which would make
the bite itch and clear a path for im-
mune cells to reach the site. There are
also molecules that inhibit white blood
cells. And, because the tick needs to
keep feeding for days—keeping your
immune system fooled —it changes
up the protein composition of its sal-
iva, like a dash into a phone booth for
anew disguise.

So there you are, with a tick feeding
and passing pathogens into your body
after having disarmed your immune sys-
tem. It’s the ideal situation, Ogden says,
for a virus or bacterium looking to ful-
fill its evolutionary obligation by finding
new animals to infect. “If a bug has to
get from an arthropod into a host, what
awonderful gateway it is, where the tick’s
feeding.”

ICKS LIKE their tissue soft and thin,

as Eric Stotts can tell you. Last Oc-

tober, Stotts went on a guys’ week-
end to a cabin near Port Mouton, on Nova
Scotia’s south shore, a couple of hours
from his home, in Halifax. An affable
forty-eight-year-old architect, Stotts
goes with his buddies every year, and in
addition to a lot of eating and drinking,
they always take on a project and learn
a new skill that someone in the group
can teach. Last fall, it was filmmaking,

and Stotts spent much of the weekend
crouching and lying on the forest floor
as he filmed long still shots of the last
dark yellow leaves on the trees—aim-
ing for what he called a “kaleidoscopic”
nature effect. He thought his film turned
out pretty well, and when he was back in
his home office on Monday, he was feel-
ing good about things.

Until he went to pee.

And there, on the end of his penis, was
something small and black. “I kind of
poked at it enough to realize, Okay, it’s
definitely attached, it’s not moving,”
he says. And that’s when he thought,
Tick. He zipped up his pants and headed
to the medicine cabinet for tweezers.
His wife worries about Lyme disease, so
he knew the procedure: he had to make
sure he got the whole tick out, including
the head and mouthparts now buried
in his most sensitive skin. “I had to be
alittle bit more aggressive than I would
have hoped,” he remembers. There was
digging. But Stotts is the sort of fellow
who likes to find a bright side, even when
gouging the end of his penis with a sharp
instrument. “In a strange way, I was kind
of grateful that it was so obvious, you
know, because, had it attached any-
where else, it could have gotten to the
point where the transmission of Lyme
disease could have happened,” he said.

“It picking the most prominent, visible
spot ended up being a real advantage
for me, actually.”

Using Google, Stotts quickly con-
firmed that his new companion was
I. scapularis. He kept the tick bits and
headed to his walk-in clinic, wonder-
ing if the tick should be tested for Lyme.
He was waiting in an exam room when
a nurse came in to ask what ailed him.
Stotts decided there was no point in
trying to maintain decorum.

“I'had a tick on my dick,” he said.

The response was not what he
expected.

“Well, that’s the second one I've had
this week,” the nurse told him. (The
other patient had actually had a tick
on his scrotum, which Stotts consid-
ers far more distressing and invasive
than a tick on the penis. He feels sorry
for that guy.)
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3

1 Adult male Amblyomma maculum (Gulf Coast tick) 2 Adult male Dermacentor
variabilis (American dog tick) 3—4 Adult female Ixodes scapularis (blacklegged ticks),

unengorged and engorged

The doctor Stotts saw did not send the
tick for testing: at this point, the proto-
col is to prophylactically treat anyone
likely to have been exposed to Lyme
disease. Stotts swallowed “horse pill”
antibiotics for two weeks and sent an
email to all the guys who had been with
him that weekend, warning them to do
a tick check.

He did not, for the record, attach a tick
dick pic.

VEN A DECADE AGO, when Stotts

started going on those weekends

away, there were only a handful
of tick populations in Nova Scotia; now,
the region south of Halifax is the second
biggest source of mail-ins for Clow’s pet
tick study, which began last year. But the
section of Canada that makes a suitable
habitat for ticks—and for I. scapularis
in particular—has expanded dramatic-
ally over the past twenty years. There is

a lot of debate among scientists about
why that is, but climate change figures
in almost every hypothesis. Of all the
environmental factors that affect the
size of tick populations, temperature is
the most important. Shorter, warmer
winters are good for tick life cycles. It’s
not that they freeze in winter—they can
weather the cold hunkered down in the
leaflitter of wooded areas. Rather, when
it’s colder, a tick takes longer to quest and
is slower to move through each stage of
the life cycle—so a greater proportion of
them die before the cycle is completed. At
the same time, milder winters mean that
migratory birds are nesting progressively
farther north, transporting ticks with them
to establish in new areas. Hardy I scapu-
laris has proven adaptable to a range of
climates, from Florida to Nova Scotia.

Research conducted in the 1980s,
when Lyme disease was emerging as
a serious public health problem in the
US, showed that most of Canada was too
cold to have to worry about the black-
legged tick; Ogden found the same thing
in the early 2000s. But the research re-
veals the speed at which the impact of a
warming climate has been felt: Ogden
and Lindsay contributed to a paper, pub-
lished in the Journal of Applied Ecology in
2012, predicting that “the proportion of
the human population of eastern Can-
ada inhabiting areas with established
tick populations [would increase] from
18 per cent in 2010 to over 80 per cent
by 2020.” And they were right, although
Ogden wishes it were otherwise. “It’s
gone from a model-based hypothesis
to a public health reality in a decade,’
he says. Meanwhile, the white-footed
mouse, the most important reservoir for
the Lyme bacterium, is also expanding
its range north. It likes the short win-
ters, too, and breeds more rapidly than
itused to.

And then there are other ecological fac-
tors, such as forest fragmentation: when
urbanization breaks contiguous wooded
areas up into patches. You might think
that would reduce the amount of wild-
life around and thus be bad for ticks, but
by condensing the populations of some
mammals (such as those mice) while
evicting large predators, such as cougars

)
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and wolves, that would eat the deer that
are a preferred host for adult L scapularis,
it creates a sort of tick food court. “We see
every year this creep northward,” Clow
says, “where sites that didn’t have ticks
the year before are now positive.”

N A SEPTEMBER DAY in 1958,

a tow-haired four-year-old

named Lincoln Byers was in
the barn on his family’s farm, twelve
kilometres west of Powassan, Ontario,
when his brothers noticed his eyes were
acting funny, flicking to the side, and
he had a tremor in his arm. His parents
took him to see the family doctor, who
took one look and urged them to get
him to The Hospital for Sick Children, in
Toronto, a six-hour drive in those days.
When they got there, Lincoln was fever-
ish but with no obvious cause of illness.
Two days later, he was fading in and out
of consciousness, and monitoring of his
brain suggested it was inflamed. On the
fourth afternoon, he suddenly stopped
breathing and was placed in an iron lung.
He died two days later.

His devastated parents gave permis-
sion for an autopsy to two physicians,
one of whom was Donald McLean, a vir-
ologist at the hospital who had been fol-
lowing the case closely. They cultured
fragments of Lincoln’s brain and in-
jected the product into mice, which
developed signs of acute encephalitis.
But, when the samples didn’t come up
positive in serology tests for any known
encephalitis, McLean and his collab-
orators realized it was a new virus. The
closest comparison they could find was
a virus that, in Russia, was transmitted
by ticks. So McLean hung up his lab coat,
picked up a shotgun, and drove his team
to Powassan. They began around the
Byers’s farm and worked outward: they
killed squirrels, chipmunks, rabbits, and
other mammals, and harvested any ticks
they found. Back in the lab, they found
that some of the animals also activated
the blood test they had developed for the
new virus. Eventually they concluded
that Lincoln, the second youngest of nine
children, had likely been bitten by an in-
fected tick while holding dead squirrels
his brothers were skinning. McLean and

his colleagues also tested the blood of
park rangers and others who worked out-
doors around Powassan, finding that sev-
eral of these people carried antibodies to
the virus; they expanded their investiga-
tion to the blood bank in Sudbury, where
they confirmed that a percentage of the
population had been exposed.
Newspapers ran alarmed stories after
McLean published his research, but Lin-
coln’s death remained a tragic exception.
By 2009, fewer than fifty cases of what
came to be called Powassan virus had
been reported anywhere. That, Katie
Clow says, makes for an interesting epi-
demiological mystery: the virus is clearly
circulating somewhere in the wild, being
passed from ticks to mammals and back

again, often enough that there are these
rare infections—but not a major public
health threat.

The discovery of Powassan virus,
avicious form of encephalitis that can
cause permanent neurological damage
or death, in I. scapularis changes how we
have to think about that risk. I scapularis
can pass the virus to its eggs, so its oft-
spring do not have to progress through
the life cycle and get infected to become
vectors. And, while the public health
response to Lyme disease is based on
tick-checking—because it will take the
tick at least twenty-four hours to pass
on the bacteria—this is not the case for
Powassan. A tick needs to feed on you
for only about fifteen minutes to trans-
mit that virus, explains Nicole Nemeth,
a veterinary pathologist and expert on
arboviruses, including Powassan, at
the University of Georgia. Lyme bac-
teria live in a tick’s gut, and when the

tick starts to feed, the bacteria begin to
multiply and make their way through
the gut wall and up to the salivary glands,
where they are transmitted to the host.
But Powassan lives and reproduces in
atick’s salivary glands, so it’s right there,
ready to go the moment a tick bites.

Powassan virus is an arbovirus within
the genus Flavivirus, along with the West
Nile, dengue, yellow fever, and Zika
viruses. While some unknown percent-
age of people who are infected show
no symptoms at all, the virus is fatal
in approximately 10 percent of diag-
nosed cases, and it causes permanent
neurological damage in an estimated
5o percent of those who recover. In 2017,
a sixty-eight-year-old retired high school
teacher from Ottawa found a feeding
tick on her shoulder when she was at
a cottage in southern Quebec. “I'm not
a hypochondriac,” she says. Two of her
friends had had a rough go with Lyme
disease, so she took the tick to her doc-
tor, who gave her a prophylactic anti-
biotic and—in a lucky twist—sent the
tick off to Public Health Ontario for an-
alysis. Reassured, the woman, who told
me her story but doesn’t want to be “the
public face of Powassan,” travelled to
British Columbia on holiday.

Ten days later, in Kelowna, she de-
veloped a fever, then quickly became
so ill that her partner had to drag her un-
responsive body through the doors of an
emergency room. Soon she was in inten-
sive care with encephalitis and meningitis.
Her children flew to her bedside because
doctors warned she was unlikely to sur-
vive. Because of the known tick bite, she
was treated for Lyme and tested for other
tick-borne illnesses, including Powassan.
But that test was negative, which isn’t un-
common: the virus may not show up in
blood tests for two weeks or more. The
determined—and fascinated —doctor
who first saw her in the ER tracked down
what Robbin Lindsay, who was eventually
pulled into the case, calls the “smoking
tick.” The specimen was rushed to the
National Microbiology Laboratory, where
it was identified as a partially engorged
Ixodes marxi nymph that, when put
through molecular testing, was found
to contain RNA for Powassan virus.
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In Kelowna, the woman, still des-
perately ill, looked in a mirror and saw
her face, frozen and twisted like that of
a stroke patient. As she was being loaded
onto a medevac flight back to Ottawa,
she was finally told of her diagnosis, but
she was too sick to care. It was only days
later that she began to process that all
this had come from a tick bite. She spent
two months in a rehabilitation hospital,
using a wheelchair, unable to feed her-
self; she is back to taking long walks now
but has limited use of one arm, poor bal-
ance, double vision in one eye, and experi-
ences occasional fits of choking. “People
think of Lyme and think, Well, it could be
treated,” she says. “But I don’t think that
there’s a big awareness of the fact there
are ticks that, one bite and you could die.”

The surging prevalence of Lyme dis-
ease tells us how far and how fast L. scapu-
laris is moving. It will take Powassan
virus with it, and other things too. “This
tick is a microbial sponge,” Lindsay says;
it seems as though anything research-
ers screen it for, they find. First it was
Borrelia, then Anaplasma and Ehrlichia,
which causes fever and muscle aches.

“What’s so striking with this tick is that,
the more types of pathogens you look
for, the more you find.”

Tracking the diseases is one preoccu-
pation for Lindsay and his colleagues;
they also have to be on the lookout for
new ticks of concern. In August 2017,
a woman in New Jersey was shearing
her pet sheep when she discovered ticks.
And notjust a few: by the time she made
it to herlocal public health department,
she had more than 1,000 ticks on her
own arms and clothing. There, ento-
mologists struggled to identify the
ticks—they didn’t look like anything
local—and eventually Rutgers Univer-
sity scientists had to use DNA to establish
that they were Haemaphysalis longicornis,
the Asian longhorned tick. It is native
to Japan, Korea, China, and far-eastern
Russia. In Asia, it is a source of serious
illness, including a hemorrhagic fever
called Huaiyangshan banyangvirus, which
is fatal for up to 30 percent of those who
catch it. H. longicornis was the first in-
vasive tick species found in the United
States in eighty years, and there was hope

the cold winter would kill it off. But, the
following spring, the CDC reported, it was
found not just in the original location but
in nine more states, on wildlife, on pets,
in surveillance (dragging in the woods),
and on two people. Clow and Lindsay
say it’s only a matter of time until it is
found in Canada. Researchers can’t tell
yet whether mammals or birds in North
America will be receptive reservoirs for
the Huaiyangshan banyangvirus (it is, how-
ever, closely related to the Heartland virus,
which ticks pass to reservoirs in the US)
or whether the tick can transmit patho-
gens to humans on this continent. For now,
the biggest risk is to the livestock indus-
try. Female Asian longhorned ticks are
capable of parthenogenesis: if they don’t
find a male to mate with, they simply re-
produce alone. A single tick can quickly
create infestations of thousands of ticks
on sheep and cattle, and the effect can be
so severe that the host dies of blood loss.

Every tick researcher I spoke with
brought up the Asian longhorned: no-
body likes these lurches into the entomo-
logical unknown. I asked Nicole Nemeth
what keeps her up at night. “Just the
ease with which these pathogens spread
around the world, and we won’t neces-
sarily even know it until it’s already kill-
ing either a bunch of people or a bunch
of animals—that’s scary, and it could
happen any moment of any day,” she
said. “A tick on someone’s body could
easily then drop off and bring something
crazy from the other side of the world.”
Crimean-Congo hemorrhagic fever, say,
or Russian tick typhus.

In 2004, I was living in South Africa
and travelling for work across the con-
tinent. One day I developed a terrible
fever; a crusty black scab, about five
centimetres in diameter, on the back of
my left calf; and lymph nodes as hard as
stone. A succession of doctors diagnosed
me with everything from a spider bite to
cutaneous anthrax to possibly leukemia
before an acerbic elderly South African
medic surveyed me in a hospital bed
and said, “Rickettsia africae. Good old
tick-bite fever.” I soon discovered that
half of the people I knew in Johannes-
burg had had it, usually as children. In
southern Africa, the bacteria is carried

by Amblyomma hebraeum, a prettily pat-
terned tick that feeds primarily on cattle.
It rarely passes diseases that are fatal to

humans—although the fever often lasts

for weeks, as mine did—but the losses to

livestock are punishing in poor countries

such as Eswatini, which, I eventually fig-
ured out, is where the tick got me.

I recovered from Rickettsia africae
after forty-eight hours on antibiotics
(although the lymph nodes in my leg
stayed rock hard for the next year). It
remains, though, the sickest I've ever
been—despite twenty-five years of re-
porting in countries full of all the things
Nick Ogden said preoccupied him more
than ticks. I never again went into long
grass or paddocks in tropical countries
without dousing my legs with DEET.

Yet I didn’t take the same steps when
I was back in Canada—not until Katie
Clow took me tick dragging. She thinks
about the campaigns that have, in her life-
time, persuaded people to use seatbelts,
quit smoking, and wear sunscreen, and
she wonders how long it will take for the
change to come with ticks. “My message
topeople is, We are in a new era where this
is part of your daily public health things
that you're supposed to be doing: if you
go out in the woods, you should be check-
ing yourself for ticks, you should be cov-
ering up.” Tuck pants into socks, wear
long sleeves, apply insect repellent, and
perform a tick check—behind your knees,
behind your ears, and, well, where Eric
Stotts would tell you to check.

Since my day in the woods with Clow,
the Canadian forest trails I have walked
since I was a child feel different. In the
woods these days, I get the occasional
cold prickle on the back of my neck. It’s
not the sense that bears or wolves might
be watching me. It’s not the fear of get-
ting lost in the cold. It is the knowledge
that there are thousands upon thousands
of tiny hunters who can sense my breath
and who are waiting, poised at the end
of along blade of grass, their front legs
outstretched, for me to come close. #
STEPHANIE NOLEN is an eight-time
National Newspaper Award winner with
expertise in international human rights
and public health issues.
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JUSTICE

Bevond Bars

The case for abolishing women’s prisons

BY LAUREN MCKEON
ILLUSTRATIONS BY JEREMY LEUNG

T THIRTY-SEVEN, Treena

Smith has been in and

out of Nova Scotia’s cor-

rectional centres more

than fifty times. Her

criminal charges have
a way of falling into one another: one
mistake can trigger a dozen breaches of
her probation, dragging Smith back tojail.
A reunion with her girlfriend might lead
to a party, which could defy no-contact
restrictions, break rules against drug and
alcohol use, and contravene orders to
keep the peace. If the couple gets into
a fight, the damage is worse. Each viola-
tion also extends Smith’s total probation
time, increasing the chances of another
slip-up. She doesn’t want to be in prison,
but she doesn’t know how to live outside
it either. “Prison has become like a safety
net,” Smith says over the thrum of voices
leaking through the crackly phone line
at the Central Nova Scotia Correctional
Facility. “What I fear is getting back out
into the community. I feel like a failure
there. I feel like I don’t really belong
anymore.”

Smith is hardly alone. While men still
make up the bulk of prisoners, women
are Canada’s fastest-growing prison
population. Federally, we lock up nearly

40 percent more women than we did
adecade ago—arise that has coincided
with cuts to social services nationwide
and the overpolicing of racialized com-
munities. Between 2002 and 2012, the
number of Indigenous women in federal
custody more than doubled. In eastern
Canada, Black women and women with
disabilities are incarcerated at higher
rates than the rest of the population. Most
inmates are single mothers. The vast ma-
jority have never had steady employment,
a bleak reality reflected in the crimes
for which they tend to get imprisoned.
A quarter of the women in federal cus-
tody are there for drug offences, some-
times taking the fall for others. Beyond
that, property crimes, such as shoplifting
and vandalism, rank as the most common
transgressions. Any violence is often in
self-defence—against an abusive partner,
for example.

Rarely, in other words, are women in-
carcerated because of an abhorrent act—
the type of scary, blood-splattered crime
that prison supporters and modern cul-
ture alike conjure as justification for
the correctional system. By and large,
these women have found themselves in
terrible situations and are desperately
trying to get out, which can lead to

prison’s problematic allure as a tem-
porary refuge.

Sandra Bucerius heads the University
of Alberta Prison Project and is a pro-
fessor of sociology and criminology at
the school. She has interviewed over
600 prisoners in one of the largest quali-
tative studies on the challenges facing in-
mates worldwide. Dozens of women have
told her that incarceration is better than
the alternatives: going hungry, living on
the street, being beaten by partners, be-
ing unable to afford medication, or facing
addiction without access to treatment.
But, as Bucerius points out, prisons were
never designed to be stand-ins for mental
health support, addiction care, employ-
ment services, or shelters. Instead, they
are structured around ideas of punish-
ment, places where we “lock ’em up”—

“them” being Canada’s dangerous and
undesirable. Even as notions of reform
and healing have muddled their purpose,
the ugly truth is that prisons warehouse
people we don’t want or don’t know what
to do with—people our society has failed
to support.

That’s especially true of women pris-
oners. A 2017 government-led study
found that nearly 80 percent of women
in federal custody had a mental health






56

THE WALRUS

disorder, with nearly a third having

been diagnosed with PTSD. A full three-
quarters struggled with alcohol and sub-
stance abuse. Without a robust network

of social services outside of prison, the

incarceration cycle can be difficult to

break. Millions of Canadians report that

their mental health needs aren’t fully

met, with many saying they can’t afford

to change that. Private care for addic-
tion treatment is prohibitively expen-
sive; public wait-lists are long. Prison can

begin to feel like the only place where

awoman fits in. “I’'m alienated out there,”
says Smith. “It’s not like you’ve been out

of prison for a week and you're cured

and you feel okay being out. It’s a long

transition.” To compound it all, women

prisoners rarely have stable homes to re-
turn to. Or, as Bucerius puts it: “Many
prisoners are not going back to houses

with picket fences.”

If prisons are what Bucerius calls
a social tragedy,” they’re also an ex-
pensive one. In 2016/17, it cost nearly
$84,000 a year, or about $230 a day,
to house a woman in a federal prison.
Overcrowded conditions, as well as the
ever-increasing number of people being
kept in remand custody—on any given
day, so percent more incarcerated adults
might be awaiting trial or sentencing
than those actually in custody—have
led those who support prisons to call for
their expansion, often under the guise of
making them more humane. In 2018, the
government estimated that, depending
on the type of facility, the price tag for
each additional prison bed for women
rings in at anywhere between $260,000
and $534,000. Already, Canada spends
about $5 billion annually to maintain
its prisons. That’s a lot of money for
a broken system—one that doesn’t seem
to be especially good at deterrence or
rehabilitation.

“If we were talking electricity bills,
Ivan Zinger, the federal prison om-
budsman, told the Globe and Mail last
year, “this would be the equivalent of
telling Canadians they are paying the
highest hydro rates in the world and
getting tons of blackouts.” coviD-19
has further pushed the prison plight into
the mainstream, exposing just how fast

«

”»

the virus can spread through buildings
so overcrowded, unhygienic, and in poor
repair. (As of July 1, 360 inmates in fed-
eral prisons had contracted coviDp-19;
two had died.) In his reports, Zinger has
consistently recommended funnelling
more money into the existing, under-
funded community programs that can
keep former inmates from returning to
the system: parole oversight, assistance
with accommodation, job searches, and
general reintegration into daily life.

It’s a sensible and forward-thinking
goal. But many believe it’s no longer
enough. For these abolitionists —

“Darkness never
comes in prison,”
one inmate wrote,
“until they cut
us down and
carefully lay us
in a body bag.”

a movement comprised of progressive
politicians, criminologists, university pro-
fessors, community activists, and dozens
of human rights organizations—the ques-
tion isn’t how the prison system can be
better, it’s: What if we never sent people
tojail at all?

N NORTH AMERICA, prisons were

first conceived as a kindness. Before

the system was created, criminals
were banished by Britain and France to
penal colonies, or worse, were publicly
tortured and executed. In the late 1700s,
American Quakers imagined a different
system: one in which offenders would in-
stead find penitence through silence, iso-
lation, and religious instruction—hence
the term “penitentiary.” Personal reform
also played an important part. Prison-
ers were given a chance to expunge the
character deficiencies that had led to
their crimes and emerge obedient, newly

moral, and essentially transformed. For

supporters, penitentiaries were places of
salvation and second chances. In June

1835, Canada opened the Kingston Peni-
tentiary, the first large prison in the then

burgeoning country. Like its American

counterparts, Kingston—which housed

mostly men but also women and chil-
dren—was supposed to change prisoners

into perfect citizens through discipline

and hard work.

Less than fifteen years later, the strat-
egy unravelled. Whatever good inten-
tions attended their creation, prisons
quickly become places to exile Can-
ada’s most unwanted: Black and In-
digenous people, independent women
and sex workers, the poor, the French.
Many prisoners were demonized and, as
aresult, cruelly treated. The first major
investigation into the penitentiary, the
Brown Report, was released in 1849
and revealed the corporal punishment
of boys and girls, most of them between
eleven and fourteen. They were routinely
flogged, usually for innocuous infractions,
like making faces, winking, and laughing.
One eight-year-old boy was beaten forty-
seven times in nine months. The Brown
Report called their treatment a case of

“revolting inhumanity.” Women didn’t
fare any better.

According to Ted McCoy’s Hard Time:
Reforming the Penitentiary in Nineteenth-
Century Canada, most women had been
convicted of nonviolent crimes, often
theft. Yet the severity of their punish-
ment outweighed their alleged mis-
deeds. Stuck in a section of the prison
so overrun with bugs that their bodies
were often blistered with bites, female
oftenders were physically, emotionally,
and sexually abused by guards and in-
mates alike—in some cases resulting in
pregnancy. Many were seen as deserv-
ing of the abuse, with one annual report
on their treatment dismissing them as

“common prostitutes, diseased of body,
and debased in mind from a long con-
tinuance in a career of crime.” They
could not feel shame, the report’s au-
thor, a chaplain, insisted, and should
not be expected to. This didn’t stop pris-
on officials from demanding intensive
labour from female inmates in the name
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of redemption. In one year, thirty-six
women prisoners sewed 6,000 pieces
of clothing and darned 10,425 pairs of
socks. The Brown Report was a scathing
account of penitentiary conditions, but
it was met with apathy: the new prison
system might not have been working, but
what other options were there?
Investigators attempted to answer
that question again in the 1930s, amid
the Great Depression’s spike in inmate
strikes and riots. The Archambault Royal

protect society, in part by helping pre-
vent so-called occasional criminals
from becoming habitual offenders and
helping nonhabitual offenders become
law-abiding, working citizens. Without
humane treatment, the commission be-
lieved, any punishment was bound to
fail. With it, though, prisoners could re-
turn to society as better people —an adult
version of being grounded. There was
only one problem, which the report also
acknowledged: nobody had quite yet

Commission of Inquiry was intended to

both reexamine prison reform and re-
orient the system toward rehabilitation.
It stressed that what it called “the acci-
dental or occasional criminal,” as well as

the “reformable criminal,” should always

be “returned to freedom.” Yet, while the

report frowned on the idea of retribution,
it did not challenge its status as a central

tenet of prison ideology.

“Itisafact,” the report stated, “that the
fear of being swiftly caught and surely
punished has prevented, and will prevent,
the commission of crime.” The trick of
prison, it added, was to not keep pun-
ishing those inside it. In other words,
once people were in prison, there was
no reason to punish them further. The
authors argued for prisons as places to

figured out how to bring that humane
treatment about.
“At the present time,” the report noted,

“many of [these] problems appear to be

practically insoluble.” Still, it reminded
Canadians that the prisons’ defining
goal —the protection of society—in-
cluded the protection of offenders too.
Those released from prison must be
taken care of| including through meas-
ures that addressed the social contexts
of their crimes in the first place. It called
for strict but humane discipline rather
than “eye for an eye” payback. “The
public, too, must be humanized,” it de-
clared. This marked a step toward the
adoption of a new philosophy, but as the
Second World War swept over much of
the Western world, the report was hardly

acted upon (not least because prisoners
were put to work on the war effort).

One significant thing, however, did
change. Under this renewed commitment
to prison reform, the Canadian govern-
ment reaffirmed the need for a separate
space for women. (It also resolved to stop
imprisoning children in adult facilities.)
And yet, while the government appeared
to understand the problems with confin-
ing women in the same spaces as men, it
also decided to model the new women’s
prisons primarily after the existing ones
for men.

For much of Canada’s history, the
Kingston Prison for Women (P4w) was
the only federal institution for women in
the country. It opened in 1934, directly
across from the Kingston Penitentiary,
and after enduring countless controver-
sies over extreme prisoner maltreatment,
it finally shuttered in 2000. In that time,
eight government task forces and com-
missions recommended its closure, in-
cluding one four years after it opened
and another in 1977 that famously de-
clared the prison “unfit for bears, much
less women.”

Plans were already underway for
P4W'’s closure when things went very
wrong in late April 1994. It started with
abrief but violent confrontation between
six women and correctional staff. The
women were placed in segregation, also
known as solitary confinement, which
only escalated tensions in the rest of the
prison. An inmate took a hostage, an-
other attempted suicide. As the situation
worsened, the prison’s warden called
in an all-male response team from the
nearby Kingston Penitentiary to strip-
search the segregated women. After-
ward, the men, nicknamed the “goon
squad” by prisoners, left the women in
paper gowns, restraints, and leg irons.
The humiliating incident was filmed and
later leaked to the cBC’s The Fifth Estate.
Outrage followed. Soon afterward, the
federal government appointed Justice
Louise Arbour to investigate the inci-
dent and the reaction of Correctional
Service Canada (Csc).

In her report, Arbour noted the timing
of the 4w incident. In 1990, the govern-
ment-appointed Task Force of Federally
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Sentenced Women had debuted a new vi-
sion for women’s prisons called Creating

Choices. Emphasizing empowerment,
the fundamental guarantee of respect

and dignity, and the recognition that

societal barriers played a major role in

women’s paths to prison, the task force

recommended the closure of P4W and the

creation of four separate regional facili-
ties and a healing lodge. These new pris-
ons were to include housing complexes

that resembled cottages, ample time for
women to spend outdoors, vocational

training that also included vacation time,
support for mothers, mental health and

addiction treatment, and access to all

levels of education, health care, and

trauma counselling.

At the healing lodge, no weapons were
used and the word “guard” was replaced
with a Cree word meaning “aunty” or

“older sister.” (Elders at the facility were
mostly women.) There were no fences:
boundaries were instead marked by
coloured cloths tied to trees. Under the
Creating Choices philosophy, these fa-
cilities would focus less on punishment
and more on recovery—a formula that
would supposedly return happier, health-
ier women to society.

Unsurprisingly, many prison-reform
advocates praised Creating Choices. But
it was The Fifth Estate’s footage of the strip
search that helped change the larger pub-
lic’s opinion toward prisons. By the time
p4w closed, the groundwork for Creating
Choices was being laid. Federal officers
put the last P4w prisoner, fifty-year-old
Theresa Ann Glaremin, into a car on the
morning of May 8, 2000. Several years
beforehand, Glaremin, an Indigenous
woman convicted of murder, described
her prison experience in a poem for Tight-
wire, a journal created by P4W inmates.

“Darkness never comes in prison,” she
wrote, “until they cut us down and care-
fully lay us in a body bag.”

The new system was meant to prevent
such experiences, but many prisoners,
who had been given scant information
on how the new facilities would work,
felt apprehensive about leaving p4w. It
was what they knew; some called it home.
Glaremin told media, “Ilook at it this
way: it’s not a step backward, it’s a step

forward. And that’s how I have to look at
itin order to get through it because I don’t
want to leave.” Meanwhile, Canadian
politicians congratulated themselves on
leading the world in gender-sensitive cor-
rectional reform. The celebration, how-
ever, was short-lived.

NCE CREATING CHOICES was
accepted as the new guiding
philosophy for women’s pris-
ons, its implementation fell entirely to
csc. And, though csc appeared to em-
brace the idea of “healing,” it did little
to make that possible beyond building
new facilities—facilities which immedi-
ately started to look less and less like the
original vision for Creating Choices. As
Arbour presciently noted in her report:
“Despite its recent initiative [on reform],
the Correctional Service resorts invari-
ably to the view that women’s prisons are,
or should be, just like any other prison.”
The first evidence of this emerged shortly
after the opening of the Edmonton In-
stitution for Women, in November 1995.
Not only did Edmonton open before
construction was complete, with few
programs in place, but csc transferred
a disproportionate number of maximum-
security women there—many more than
it was equipped to safely handle. Com-
bined with the abrupt shift to the new
approach, the move created a pressure
cooker of untrained staff, scant security,
and women with complex needs.
Within five months, there were escapes,
more than a dozen incidents of self-harm,
two suicide attempts, and one murder.
Staff training and management prac-
tices hadn’t changed to meet the new
ideals, and the deteriorating situation
in the prison hastened a return to de-
humanizing methods of control. Many of
the women there had also not been prop-
erly prepared to embrace the Creating
Choices mandate—after years of trauma
and incarceration, they were suddenly ex-
pected to resolve disputes communally.
The fault for all this did not lie en-
tirely with csc. Creating Choices had
been reluctant to label women as violent
or otherwise “difficult to manage” and
thus did not plan for them, expecting
a changed environment to be enough.

When it wasn’t, csc resorted to old tactics—
segregation, maximum security, pun-
ishment—rather than working harder
to ease the transition.

The mistake in Edmonton reverber-
ated through the other new prisons.
Openings were delayed in Kitchener
and Joliette, Quebec, as csc scrambled
toincrease security at the new facilities.
Twenty five percent of total bed space in
the other prisons was made more secure.
Daycares and gymnasiums were elimin-
ated. Eight-foot-high fences were erected.
More cameras were installed. Segrega-
tion was reinstated; some women were,
once again, temporarily confined in
men’s prisons. Under these impossible
conditions, the responsibility for healing
and reform was then placed on women
themselves. Programming shifted away
from individualized needs and toward
parole-board requirements. Acknow-
ledgement and analysis of systemic prob-
lems were abandoned in favour of fixing
bad behaviour. To top it off, the govern-
ment never funded the community ser-
vices essential to Creating Choices.

Each error was like removing a block
from a wobbly Jenga tower. Today, all evi-
dence of the report’s good intentions is
gone, says Kelly Hannah-Moffat, a pro-
fessor of criminology and sociolegal stud-
ies at the University of Toronto and the
former director of the Centre for Crim-
inology and Sociolegal Studies. Hannah-
Moffat also acted as a policy adviser to
Arbour during her investigation. It wasn’t
very long after 4w closed, she says, that
cscreframed the operational outcomes in
Creating Choices as “ideals.” Soon after
that, even those ideals were discarded.

It’s tempting to call this a failure of
women’s-prison reform, but Canada
hasn’t had much success reforming
men’s prisons either. Too often, reform
fails because of contradictory objectives:
preserving ideals of punishment and
confinement while also offering healing
and redemption. “They were attempting
to change the way prison works,” says
Hannah-Moffat, referring to Creating
Choices. “But prison is a fundamentally
disempowering situation.”

One of the saddest examples of this is
Ashley Smith. In October 2007, less than
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a decade after P4W closed, the nineteen-
year-old was found unconscious at

Kitchener’s Grand Valley Institution

for Women, a Creating Choices fa-
cility. She later died from what was at

first ruled “self-initiated asphyxiation.”
Guards had watched her tie a ligature

around her neck, but after intervening

in dozens of similar incidents in the past,
they had been ordered not to enter her
cell so long as she was breathing. Smith

had been in a youth facility since 2003,
then segregated for the entire eleven

and a half months she’d been behind

bars, which included seventeen trans-
fers between nine facilities. Contrary to

Creating Choices values, Smith never re-
ceived a psychological assessment and

had scant access to mental health ser-
vices despite multiple instances of self-
harm. A 2013 inquiry ruled her death

ahomicide. Why was Smith first sent to

jail? For breaching probation by throwing
crab apples at a postal worker.

HE HISTORY OF PRISONS, and of
prison reform, shows that neither
approach has worked. People do
not tend to find compassion in cages. Nor
are they rehabilitated. Prisons exist, as
one article puts it, “because we do not
know what else to do.” That failure of im-
agination is why Justin Piché has called
prisons “impervious to reform.” A pro-
fessor of criminology at the University of
Ottawa, Piché is also a founding member
of the Criminalization and Punishment
Education Project, one of several groups
in Canada largely responsible for the re-
newed push to abandon prison reform
altogether in favour of something more
radical: abolition. Abolition argues for
freedom—freedom for all genders and,
usually, for all crimes. It argues that in-
carceration makes nobody better. In fact,
it argues, prisons make people worse.
Recidivism rates—by which many
people measure the success or failure
of rehabilitation—are notoriously dif-
ficult to come by in Canada. The most
recent federal numbers, released last
year, look at the five-year period between
2007 and 2012. They reveal that, within
two years of their release, 24 percent of
men and 12 percent of women reoffend.

Other studies have found much higher re-
cidivism rates when provincial sentencing

isincluded, bringing the national number

to over 40 percent. Individual provincial

rates can be even higher—since 2001,
for example, Ontario’s recidivism rates

have fluctuated between nearly 35 and

55 percent. “The paradoxical success of
the prison (as a means of punishing the

deviant) is dependent on its continuing

failure as a place of rehabilitation,” wrote

University of Alberta sociologist Steph-
anie Hayman. “The prison cannot afford

to succeed, because success would limit

its power.”

Abolition would
profoundly
change the way
we view crime,
accountability,
rehabilitation — and
even redemption.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Else-
where in the world, reform has been
more successful, largely because it hasn’t
been half-hearted, quickly discarded, or
both. Norway’s Halden Prison is held up
as an example of true reform—one, inci-
dentally, that has embraced many of the
principles Canada failed to implement
with Creating Choices. It has no bars
on its windows, each inmate has their
own cell, staff participate in activities
alongside prisoners, and a wide array of
vocational training is available, includ-
ing a recording studio. The safety net
upon release is wide: former prisoners
are offered housing support, social assist-
ance, and disability insurance. As a re-
sult of Norway’s reformed prison system,
recidivism rates are extremely low. In
the Netherlands, a similar approach
has created abolition-like conditions.
As crime rates dropped, helped along
by a pattern of shorter and alternative

sentencing as well as increased social
supports, the country began to shutter
its emptying prisons. By 2019, reported
the Independent, it had closed more than
half, and another four closures were
scheduled.

The first step for abolition is a mora-
torium on building new prisons. Aboli-
tionists argue the money is better spent
on housing, health, and community pro-
grams, including models of restorative
justice, which aims to heal the harm
caused by crime, not punish those who
cause it. After a moratorium comes
something trickier: decarceration, or
finding ways to get people out of prison.
In the wake of coviD-19, abolitionists,
as well as prisoners and health experts,
have pushed to release as many prisoners
as possible to stem the pandemic, which
could be disastrous in packed prisons,
where physical distancing is impossible
and health is already poor. In one Laval
federal prison, 162 cases and one death
were confirmed by the end of June. By
July, more than fifty inmates at Quebec’s
Joliette Institution for Women had con-
tracted the virus. One Ontario jail tem-
porarily shut down in mid-April after
sixty inmates and eight guards tested
positive. Instead of releasing inmates, the
prison simply transferred them. “If they
continue to batten down the hatches and
wait for the storm to pass,” said Piché in
April, referring to Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau and Minister of Public Safety
Bill Blair, “the only depopulation of peni-
tentiaries will be through hospitaliza-
tions and deaths in custody.”

With the help of lawyers, abolitionists
have had success securing release for
prisoners convicted of nonviolent crimes,
those near the end of their sentences,
and those in remand custody. Since the
outbreak, Nunavut has released more
than twenty prisoners from an inmate
population of 144, prompting the CEO
of the Legal Services Board of Nunavut
to ask: “If it was safe to release these
people, why were they ever detained in
the first place?”

Questions like these have introduced
the last step of abolition —excarcera-
tion—into the conversation. Excar-
ceration involves putting in place the
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necessary social supports to ensure that
people who have been incarcerated never
return and those who haven’t been never
are. In short, it means nobody would ever
go to jail or prison again. Such a move
would profoundly change the way we
view crime, accountability, rehabili-
tation—and even redemption. For all
these reasons, it’s often the hardest step
for people to support. People who may
agree that prisons are bad places often
want a way to lock up Canada’s most no-
torious: Paul Bernardo, Karla Homolka,
Robert Pickton, or Luka Magnotta. Even
among abolitionists, this is where things
get sticky, with some believing in abso-
lute abolition and others, like researcher
Sandra Bucerius, believing some indi-
viduals can’t integrate back into society.

Canadian senator Kim Pate under-
stands many people’s knee-jerk “do the
crime, do the time” reaction. If not for
jails, what would we do with our murder-
ers and rapists? As alaw school graduate,
she once felt that way herself. But, after
witnessing the fallout of a failed system,
she began advocating against the idea of
incarceration as a one-size-fits-all answer
to crime—particularly for women, who
are more likely to be survivors of violence
rather than its perpetrators.

For Pate and other abolitionists, the
real question comes back to: What could
we do with all the money spent on impris-
oning people if we thought creatively? If
we weren’t basing an entire system on
the few truly evil crimes? Though the
dream of Creating Choices ultimately
failed, Pate believes it got one thing right:
women need a solution as unique as their
challenges. “I don’t believe sitting here
biding our time is helping anybody,” says
Treena Smith. “Ibelieve in rehabilitation
and in helping people find some peace
within themselves again.”

N 2018, Pate met with Smith and sev-

eral other women in the Central Nova

Scotia Correctional Facility. Over sev-
eral days, the senator dared them to think
outside the prison box, past traditional
ideas of reform and failed solutions like
Creating Choices. In response, the women
imagined something called From the
Ground Up. With markers and Bristol

boards, they sketched out the vision of
a community that would exist on a wide
plot of tree-studded land. It would have
no fences, no guards. It would be rich in
mental health and addiction programs.
Staffwould include women who had been
inmates as well as people with experiences
similar to those of the women they were
helping. It would create jobs for women
who’d been through its programming,
sending them to school. Most import-
antly, it would be a place women could
go instead of prison, maybe even before
they ever committed a crime.

Eventually, the women began to won-
der why From the Ground Up couldn’t
happen. Soon, they were sharing their
plans with legislators, architects, urban
planners, even prison staff. Their mo-
mentum is captured in the documentary
Conviction. Released last year, the film
features the experiences of Smith and
several other women inside the penal
system, as well as their fight to make
From the Ground Up a reality. Not only
did directors—Ariella Pahlke, Teresa
MaclInnes, and Nance Ackerman—spend
three months following the women’s lives
inside the Central Nova Scotia Correc-
tional Facility and Nova Scotia Institution
for Women but they gave camcorders to
prisoners so that they could film their
lives on the outside. The women fea-
tured in the doc also had control over
what footage could be used in the final
cut. Such trust, collaboration, and access
was so unprecedented that guards and
prisoners alike found the experience
life-changing.

Shortly after the film wrapped, Tanya
Bignell stopped working at her correc-
tional facility. Part of why she left, she
says, was to dedicate more time to From
the Ground Up. While Bignell may seem
like an unlikely ally, she was always “on
the fence with the way things are run.”
After a decade as a correctional officer,
she herself began to feel institutional-
ized, living a split reality inside and out-
side the prison—except, she realized,
unlike her charges, she could go home at
the end of the day. She’s been diagnosed
with PTSD, a condition linked with her
other reason for quitting: the job com-
pounded her trauma. She remembers

strip-searching a woman who had been
assaulted. It was the woman’s first time
in jail and, at news of the search, she
broke down. Bignell assured her that she
wouldn’t touch her but knew the search
was going to happen whether or not she
was the one to do it. It was yet another
example of how, as Hayman wrote, “the
prison always triumphs.”

So Bignell teamed up with former pris-
oners to find a better way. One of her
most ardent colleagues was Bianca Mer-
cer, an inmate with a history of trauma
and drug abuse. In 2016 and 2017, Mercer
was incarcerated while pregnant. At six
months, after weeks of solitary confine-
ment, she was transferred from the jail
where Bignell worked into a housing pro-
gram. There, in mid-May, she gave birth
to a stillborn child. She vowed never to go
back tojail. And she hasn’t. I spoke with
Mercer last January, just short weeks after
the healthy birth of her daughter. Mer-
cer was enrolled in college and leading
the charge to get From the Ground Up
built. Her vision emphasized individual-
ized programming and extended support
while women transition into their own
homes. Women could stay in the pro-
gram for as long as they needed to. They
would never send someone away with
little more than a bus ticket and a “good
luck” wish. “Jail doesn’t work because it’s
based on punishment,” she says. “They
say there’s rehabilitation involved, but
Inever had any help.”

From the Ground Up Women’s Well-
ness Society was incorporated on Febru-
ary 6. Of course, it’s still just a concept,
and even if the community is eventually
built, it’s only one alternative in a coun-
try full of prisons. Mercer, Bignell, Smith,
and others all know From the Ground Up
has a long way to go before it replaces
incarceration. And, for now, COVID-19
has put their plans on pause. But that
first step remains extraordinary, a rare
case of the prison system actually doing
what its founders envisioned centuries
ago: it made something better. §
LAUREN MCKEON’s most recent book is
No More Nice Girls: Gender, Power, and Why
It’s Time to Stop Playing by the Rules. She is
the deputy editor of Reader’s Digest Canada.
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Of Hope and Hobbits

What The Lord of the Rings taught me about facing crises

BY THOMAS HOMER-DIXON
ILLUSTRATION BY ALEX MACASKILL

EING A PARENT of young

children, I've happily dis-

covered, means getting

a second chance to do

things I missed in my

own childhood —at least
the things that won’t leave my body in
splints and braces. I've had particu-
lar fun spending hours reading chil-
dren’s classics aloud to my kids, stories
I'd skipped when I was young or that
hadn’t been written yet—L. M. Mont-
gomery’s Anne of Green Gables, Kenneth
Oppel’s Airborn series, Philip Pullman’s
His Dark Materials trilogy, and, of course,
all seven volumes of the original Harry
Potter series—twice.

One tome that I'd never mastered
was J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the
Rings—science fiction interested me
far more than epic fantasy and myth.
So, when I opened volume one, The
Fellowship of the Ring, on an icy De-
cember evening in 2013, cuddled with
then eight-year-old Ben in an armchair,
Iwasn’t exactly a study in enthusiasm.

Tolkien isn’t for everyone, that’s for
sure. The Lord of the Rings is in many
ways a prototypical hero’s journey, full
of daring adventures, bloody battles,
and much valour to protect honour,
friends, tribe, and the truth. With only
a couple of notable exceptions, powerful,

courageous, or clever women don’t cross
the pages. And, even taking into con-
sideration the genre’s prevailing style,
Tolkien’s prose is—how to be polite? —
atad laboured.

Yet I was soon enthralled. The saga
captivated me in some primal way, as
it has so many others. And, by some-
where in the middle of the first volume,
Irealized why Iwas hooked. The Lord of
the Rings is an extended meditation on
what one should do when things appear
utterly hopeless. It is, in fact, an account
of how to survive by creating and living
through hope. Such hope is informed
by an attempt to understand the minds
of people we encounter—friends, allies,
and enemies—as we strive to reach our
vision of a positive future. And it em-
ploys that knowledge in ways that are
strategically smart.

If you're not familiar with the story,
here’s the gist (and bear with the recap—it
isrelevant!): the Dark Lord Sauron has es-
tablished himself'in Mordor, a forbidding,
barren, and mountainous domain in the
eastern regions of Middle-earth. From
there, he’s sent forth his brutal servants to
find and bring to him the One Ring, which
will give him unassailable power over the
land. But that ring is currently in the pos-
session of Frodo, a middle-aged hobbit—
ashort, peaceable, human-like creature

with very hairy feet (to my son’s delight).
The wizard Gandalf'tells Frodo that the

only way to keep the ring from Sauron

forever is to take it into the heart of Mor-
dor itself and throw it into the volcanic

fires of Mount Doom.

The plan seems absurd. Not only does
the ring corrupt nearly everyone who
touches it (although it seems to have
less effect on hobbits), Mordor seethes
with teeming masses of vicious crea-
tures called Orcs, spectral beings on fly-
ing beasts, and various other soldiers, all
overseen by Sauron’s panoptical eye atop
ablack tower that reaches far into the sky.

To make matters worse, the Free
Peoples that populate Middle-earth out-
side of Mordor—which include Elves,
Dwarves, and Men—have squabbled
among themselves for centuries. Even
if they could somehow manage to pull
themselves together, their collective
armies aren’t strong enough to penetrate
Mordor’s mountainous defences to reach
Mount Doom, while the idea of sneaking
past Sauron’s vast forces and under his
watchful eye seems preposterous. The
situation is surely hopeless.

But it’s not, we learn. Getting the ring
to Mount Doom and defeating Sauron
involves a healthy portion of luck and
a good quantity of magic (the tale is,
after all, a fantasy) but also an enormous
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amount of emotional, interpersonal,
intercommunal, and strategic smarts.
Early on, a team is formed —the
Fellowship—to solve the problem. It’s
a cantankerous bunch that often comes
close to breaking apart. But it incorpor-
ates at least one representative from
every major people Sauron threatens.
Over time, and under extreme duress,
they learn to respect and even love one
another. Equally important, though, is
the mix of talents the team possesses:
each member contributes something
vital to the enterprise’s ultimate success.
At first, none of them has a clue how to
get the ring to Mount Doom: the further
they peer into the future, the worse the
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uncertainties become. As Elrond, the
Half-elven Lord of Rivendell, advises:
“None can foretell what will come to pass,
if we take this road or that.” So they keep
their initial plan simple and start by ex-
ploring the adjacent possible—that zone
of uncertainty just beyond the edge of
the known—by taking one step toward
Mordor at a time. They recognize that
they must figure things out as they go,
constantly recalibrate their plans as they
learn more, and manage their doubts and
fear. Along the way, they wonder if they
should turn back; divert themselves to
lesser, more achievable goals; or split up
and return to their homes to defend their
respective groups against the coming

storm. What little hope they have is under
incessant siege.

The Fellowship is soon sundered by
duplicity from within and attacks from
without. Later, some members reunite
and then split apart again, while Frodo
and Sam seek to reach their destination
alone. Still, every other member of the
team repeatedly deliberates on how to
help the quest and—even in the absence
of communication among them—acts on
those deliberations. The story’s climax
arrives when most of the team, together
again, takes what remains of their armies
to Mordor’s front door to distract Sauron
so Frodo and Sam can climb to the top of
Mount Doom unobserved. Beforehand,
the team debates at length the ridiculously
low odds of their plan’s success. They know
it’s a huge gamble—the equivalent of
a Hail Mary pass—that depends on their
estimates of Frodo’s physical and mental
state and of his location on the slopes of
Mount Doom being exactly right.

No surprise, their estimates are correct,
the One Ring is destroyed (albeit some-
what by accident after Frodo yields to its
powers), and Middle-earth is more or less
saved, although profoundly and irrevers-
ibly changed. Good wins, sort of, and evil
is vanquished, at least for the time being,
as Ilearned when I turned the third vol-
ume’s last pages, eight months later, snug
in a tent with my family in the pouring
rain during an August camping trip.

DEEP DIVE into Tolkien’s classic
fantasy might seem a little out
of place in a sober investigation
of hope. But his story is not timeless
without reason. It shows that, for our
hope to be powerful, we need a clear,
motivating vision of where we want to go,
away of identifying which paths to take,
and a thoughtful understanding of the
worldviews and motives of the people
who can help us along the way—and of
those who might try to stop us. It also re-
minds us that we’ll be far more effective
if we're ready to recalibrate our vision,
our judgment of the best paths forward,
and our assessments of others’ views as
we go along.
Hope is unquestionably one of Tol-
kien’s central concerns in The Lord of the
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Rings; the word itself appears, by one
count, about 300 times in the book’s
three volumes. Tolkien, a scholar with
a vast knowledge of history and myth
as well as a keen observer of human
nature and our moral struggles, had
been deeply marked by the First World
War, having fought as a young officer
in the Battle of the Somme and lost al-
most all his male friends to the war. Also,
he wrote The Lord of the Rings in a time
and place—England around the time
of the Second World War—when hope
was under siege and eventually rescued
through almost unimaginable courage,
toil, and sacrifice, and with the help of
many allies. We tend to forget how bleak
the situation must have looked to Tolkien
and his compatriots in the early days
of the war, when England, isolated on
the edge of Europe, stood almost alone
against Hitler’s staggering forces.
Tolkien later dismissed attempts to
draw allegorical parallels between those
events and his story. Yet they may have
helped him arrive at his sophisticated
and subtle understanding of hope, which
was revealed in unpublished writings
edited and released posthumously by
his son. In a conversation about hope
that Tolkien crafted between an Elf king
and a wise woman, he distinguished two
kinds: “Amdir,” a hope that involves “an
expectation of good, which though un-
certain has some foundation in what is
known”; and “Estel,” a deep hope born
of trust or faith that things will turn out
well. When Amdir succumbs because we
see no escape, Estel can remain steadfast.
Many Christian commentators and
scholars say Tolkien espoused a Christian
hope based on faith in redemption and
God’s ultimate intervention. (He was a de-
vout Roman Catholic.) By this view, hope,
which in this case would be Estel, can re-
main secure because we know God will
take care of us in the end. Other Tolkien
aficionados have argued that he eschewed
hope entirely: his protagonists keep going
because of nothing more than their ardent
commitment to courage and cheer re-
gardless of what the future seems to hold.
Neither argument convinces me. I see
little hint of Christian eschatology in
the pages of The Lord of the Rings, and

the book’s life philosophy is deeply in-
formed by Norse, Germanic, and Celtic
myth. Indeed, to my mind, Tolkien’s
heroes possess the Finnish virtue sisu,
which translates roughly as “fierce ten-
acity” or “toughness” and indicates inner
strength in the face of daunting odds. Tol-
kien’s protagonists regularly express, as
well, something akin to Amdir, a hope
grounded in evidence and reason. They
might think that the chance of a good
outcome is terribly slim, but they pursue
that chance all the same, with eyes fully
open to the risks such a choice entails.

But mostly 'm not convinced because,
in the book, Tolkien argues time and
time again for another source of hope.
He identifies this source most clearly
in Gandalf’s remarkable words to the
Council of Elrond when the Fellowship
is formed. Pressed on whether the effort
to take the ring to Mount Doom is a path
of despair or folly, the wizard replies, “It
is not despair, for despair is only for those
who see the end beyond all doubt. We
do not. It is wisdom to recognize neces-
sity, when all other courses have been
weighed, though as folly it may appear
to those who cling to false hope.”

Honest hope, Tolkien implies here,
emerges from the wisdom that recog-
nizes necessity. Critically, though, within
the boundaries imposed by that neces-
sity, we can’t know for sure what will
transpire—we can’t “see the end beyond
all doubt.” And it’s there, within that
deep uncertainty, that we can find Estel,
a hope that trusts in the world’s complex-
ities to produce as yet unseen possibil-
ities, some of which might be good.

Tolkien seems to suggest that people
keep going in dreadful circumstances
through a combination of; or sometimes
an alternation between, Amdir and Estel.
Amdir is hope with an object—“an ex-
pectation of good” arising from a vision
of a positive future. But whether this vi-
sion will ultimately be realized is highly
uncertain given “what is known.” Estel,
in contrast, doesn’t have an object: the
solace it provides arises instead from its
confidence in uncertainty’s promise, all
the while acknowledging that this promise
may not, ultimately, be realized in some-
thing good.

Throughout The Lord of the Rings,
Tolkien also implicitly asserts that
hope (in this case, Amdir) should be
smart. For our hope to be smart, we
need a strategy for quickly and effect-
ively searching the adjacent possible to
identify—and provide rough-and-ready
evaluations of —possible paths forward.
When the range of paths isimmense, as
it was for the Fellowship, this search will
often work best when undertaken by
a highly diverse group of agents (like the
Fellowship’s members) linked together in
aloose network (so that each agent has
a chance to discover new possibilities
and then share that news with everyone
else), guided by rough goals, and open
to constant reformulation of its plans.
This approach is, in fact, how complex
systems as diverse as competitive eco-
nomic markets and the immune systems
of mammals solve their problems—it’s
usually the most effective way to find
good possibilities amid a welter of noise,
distraction, and false leads.

Tolkien seems to have grasped this re-
ality. But he then gave a special twist to
the idea: we should often look for good
possibilities, he advises, in the opposite
direction of what seems to make most
sense at the time. So, rather than fleeing
from Sauron’s massed forces in Mordor,
which common sense would seem to
counsel, perhaps the Fellowship should
go straight toward them. And, rather
than attacking Sauron directly, with all
the armies the Fellowship can muster,
perhaps the Fellowship should send in
only one or two of the least formidable
beings in the land. In other words, seek
solutions in unexpected places.

Finally, Tolkien shows that hope needs
to be emotionally and psychologically
smart too. The story’s protagonists dis-
cuss at length each other’s characters,
perspectives, and intentions, just as they
discuss those of their potential allies and
likely enemies. They anchor their deci-
sions in a keen awareness of what’s going
on in their own heads—of'their own be-
liefs, values, and deep motivations—and,
as much as possible, of what they think
is going on in the heads of the people
and groups who might align with or op-
pose them.
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IKE TOLKIEN’S Fellowship, today’s
L children and adults face a land-

scape of possible paths into the
future that is, frankly, terrifying in its
complexities and risks. If we’re going to
choose a good path—good not just for
ourselves narrowly but for all of human-
ity—we need discriminating criteria for
selecting among the multitude of op-
tions we face.

Here are two criteria: first, any path
we choose should take us toward a future
that’s likely, as best we can judge, to be
enough of an improvement to genuinely
reduce the danger humanity faces; and,
second, the path should also be feas-
ible in the sense that it gives us a good
chance of reaching that desirable future,
which means surmounting or bypass-
ing any political, economic, social, or
technological roadblocks along the way.
These criteria are often at odds, leaving
us trapped in what I call the “enough vs.
feasible” dilemma.

People who care about humanity’s
future and want to do something to help
generally cope with the dilemma in one
of two ways. Some who are idealistic—

such as activists in civic groups and many
academics—focus on making sure their
proposals for solving humanity’s prob-
lems would be enough. They largely ig-
nore whether the proposals are feasible,
implicitly downplaying political, eco-
nomic, social, and technological ob-
stacles to their implementation. They
hope either that those obstacles will turn
out to be far less severe than seems likely
or that a new social phenomenon will
sweep them aside. Basically, they say:
We should start now to do whatever’s
necessary to solve the problems, and deal
with obstacles to implementing our solu-
tions later, if it turns out that we must.
Others—politicians, policy makers,
corporate leaders, and researchers in
think tanks, for example, who all tend
to see themselves as anchored in the
practical world —focus on making their
proposals feasible and largely ignore
whether they’d be enough. They tend to
highlight the obstacles to implementing
solutions, implicitly hoping that the
problems themselves will turn out to
be far less severe than evidence today
indicates is the case—or easier to solve
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sometime in the future, maybe with
a technological breakthrough. Basic-
ally, they say: We should start now to
do whatever’s possible to solve the prob-
lems, and deal with whatever remains
of those problems later, if it turns out
that we must.

Both groups, in other words, cope with
the dilemma by implicitly ignoring or
wishing away the side they don’t like.
They either posit changes in our soci-
eties and technologies that seem far-
fetched (a kind of magical thinking) or
they deemphasize the seriousness of
humanity’s problems (a kind of denial).
Each group lives in its own la-la land
while blaming the other for wasting
time and resources on fantasies or for
not doing enough. And, as humanity’s
situation worsens, the gulfs between
these la-la lands and our increasingly
troubling reality are becoming positively
pathological.

Neither approach is far from the “what
if” imaginings of kids, which could be
good, except that they both neglect the
tempering realism that ideally comes
with adulthood.
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HE PROTAGONISTS in The Lord
T of the Rings face a version of this
dilemma. The single action that
would be enough to stop Sauron forever—
throwing the ring into Mount Doom’s
fires—doesn’t seem feasible, at least on
first assessment. Yet other actions that
could be feasible—trying to hide the ring
in the countryside, giving it to the ancient
creature Tom Bombadil, or dropping
it into the deep sea—ultimately won’t
stop Sauron.

The Fellowship’s dilemma seems im-
possibly difficult, but it’s actually more
tractable than humanity’s version today.
First and most obviously, Tolkien creates
for his group of heroes a conventional

“war problem”: an external and wilfully
malicious enemy threatens the group
with annihilation, which catalyzes its
members to bury their differences and
collaborate to defeat the enemy.

In contrast, today’s enemy isn’t “out
there” but at least partly “in here,” right
inside our own societies, communities,
families, and even our individual selves.
Our severe problems are rooted in factors
like bad technologies, poorly designed
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institutions, greedy corporate elites,
self-aggrandizing states, self-interested

consumers, and ingrained patriarchy

and racism. As in the sinking lifeboat,
nearly all of us have contributed some-
how—ifto greatly unequal degrees—to

the dangers we’re facing. To quote the

wonderful mid-twentieth-century Amer-
ican cartoonist Walt Kelly, “We have met

the enemy and he is us.”

But, in The Lord of the Rings, Sauron
isn’tjust an external, personified enemy;
he also creates for the Fellowship what
social psychologists call a “superordinate”
goal—one that everyone shares, that over-
rides all others, and that can’t be achieved
without cooperation. These features en-
courage teamwork among the members,
and this teamwork makes reaching the
goal—to throw the ring into the fires—far
more feasible, which ultimately helps the
Fellowship solve their enough vs. feasible
dilemma. (In the classic demonstration
of the power of superordinate goals, the
Robbers Cave Experiment, antagonism
between two groups of boys at a summer
camp was significantly reduced when,
among other collaborative tasks, they
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had to pull on the same rope, together,
to get their food truck restarted.)

Today, though, humanity has a profu-
sion of big problems. Worse, because of
both deep uncertainty about the future
and bitter ideological differences among
us, we heatedly disagree about what our
problems are and their severities, about
whose responsibility they are and to what
extent, about what their solutions should
be and whether those solutions would
work even if we could implement them.
Alas, compared to the Fellowship’s situa-
tion, ours is a massive muddle. Instead of
drawing us together, this muddle often just
splits us further apart, which only further
erodes our ability to find effective and feas-
ible solutions and, in the end, erodes our
hope too. Tolkien, for all his understand-
ing and smarts, can’t take us all the way. s
THOMAS HOMER-DIXON is a political
scientist and a professor. His latest book,
Commanding Hope, from which this has
been excerpted and adapted by arrange-
ment with Alfred A. Knopf Canada, a div-
ision of Penguin Random House Canada
Limited, is out in September.
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THE HUNGRY

PEOPLE

Non-Indigenous people like to go on about the technologies colonizers brought
to the Americas. But what of the innovations they took away?

BY ROBERT JAGO

ILLUSTRATIONS BY MARIAH MEAWASIGE / MAKOOSE

HERE ARE MAGGOTS inside

my gloves—this I discover

after a few minutes of wear,

when I get a prickly feeling in

my fingertips. I quickly take

the gloves off, flip them in-
side out, and rinse them in the river. I'm
making my best effort at being tough
and unflappable because I'm out with
the St6:16 fishing fleet and fishers, as
arule, are tough.

The gloves go back on. Ireach into the
net and pull out another writhing, sur-
prisingly strong salmon. It’s the sum-
mer of 2018 and I'm on a flat-bottomed
boat with just enough space for a very
large ice-filled fishing tote, a couple of
helpers, and the captain, all of us mem-
bers of various Sto:10 First Nations—the
group of First Nations stretching along
the length of the lower Fraser River and
into Metro Vancouver.

The salmon goes from the river to
the net to the tote, all the while heav-
ing its body back and forth. Blood, ice,
and water spray when the lid on the tote
comes up—enough gets in your mouth
that you can taste the salt of it. This is
fresh water, so that salt taste is blood.
The nausea from the maggots is a dis-
tant memory now.

As our boats come in, trucks swarm us,
non-Natives looking to buy our fish. Our
tote might hold $2,000 worth of salmon,
but every bit of it is already earmarked for

various family members, and the govern-
ment’s put off signing the contract that

would allow us to sell any extra, anyway.
That night, as we’re washing down the

fishing gear, we overhear a TV reporter

talking about us. We get to the TVin time

to see the news crews bothering people

who are unloading their boats. A spokes-
person from the Department of Fisheries

and Oceans (DFO) accuses us and other

Sto:10 people of illegally selling our fish,
which we’re meant to keep only for our
consumption. Later, in a written state-
ment, a federal official refuses to use

our First Nations name but refers to us

by the name of the adjacent non-Native

town: “Lower Mainland fishery officers,
particularly in Langley area, have been

receiving a significant volume of public

complaints around rampant and open

illegal sales of fresh salmon.”

Adding insult to injury, the statement
tacks on a warning to the unsuspecting
public, telling them that we don’t know
how to handle the fish properly; they
advise that any salmon bought from us
poses a “significant risk to human health.”

Our catch is fine for us to eat, appar-
ently—it’s just a problem for “human”
health.

St4:16 means “river people,” and this
river is full of salmon—or, at least, it used
to be. It’s our staple food, eaten smoked,
baked, boiled, and candied. My grandma
prized the eyes, plucked out and sucked

on till they popped and released their
fishy goo. My nephew goes for the eggs;
he quite literally licks his lips at the sight
of them. My uncle takes the best cuts to
smoke outdoors with a closely guarded,
centuries-old family recipe.

It takes a lot of nerve to say we don’t
know how to handle salmon—but I sus-
pect the reality behind that claim is that
a great many Canadians can’t imagine
us knowing anything independently, as
Native people. It’s a way of thinking that
is common enough among non-Natives,
going all the way back to Christopher
Columbus, who, describing his first
encounter with “Indians,” gave us the
backhanded compliment: “These are
very simple-minded and handsomely
formed people.”

Pretty and dumb.

Canadians, Americans—all of them
treat us as the poor cousin of the human
race. We're seen as inferior Stone Age
people, incapable of inventing or creat-
ing or even running our own lives. Look
at how Indian Affairs or Indigenous and
Northern Affairs Canada or Indigenous
Services puts training wheels on our
nations: thanks to the Indian Act that
variously named department adminis-
ters, we have less freedom to act than a
local housing co-op board. Look at how
the DFo talks about us as if we were dan-
gerous incompetents. Non-Natives act
like we entered the world the day after
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theylanded on Plymouth Rock, like they
brought us into creation and are teach-
ing us to be almost but not quite as good
as them.

It’s a sentiment expressed openly in
a 2012 editorial from a small-town Al-
berta newspaper, which declared, “It
is our obligation, as trained and edu-
cated citizens, to become more involved
with First Nations peoples and guide
them towards becoming more respon-
sible citizens.” The writer went on to
ask, “Are First Nations people capable
of understanding and assuming these
responsibilities?”

Another way of saying that we’re pretty
and dumb is to praise us for the “light
touch” we have had on our environ-
ment. “The native people were trans-
parent in the landscape, living as natural
elements of the ecosphere.” That assess-
ment doesn’t trace back to Columbus,
though, or even to those first colonizers.
That was Smithsonian botanist Stanwyn
G. Shetler, writing in 1991, for the occa-
sion of the 500th anniversary of Col-
umbus’s voyage. In effect, he and many
others think that we had the same impact
on our continent as squirrels—which is
to say that, even though we were here,
we didn’t occupy our land in any mean-
ingful sense. It belonged to nobody.

Sadly, that view of Canada and the
Americas as terra nullius—no one’s
land —dominates among non-Natives.

But what do the facts say? The facts say

that, far from them bringing us into the

world, and far from us being the pretty

and dumb cousin to proper humans, it

was only with our knowledge and cre-
ations and work that their world was able

to come into existence in the first place.
They didn’t hand us the keys to the mod-
ern world —they took from us the tools

that built its foundations.

HE SPOKESPERSON for the DFO
didn’t emerge out of the earth
fully formed: they and their way
of thinking came from somewhere. Look

2
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to the person who trained them, and the

one who trained them. If you keep go-
ing back, one boss after another after an-
other, you will eventually end up, at noon

on Monday, July 30, 1827, on the Cadboro,
a schooner owned by the Hudson’s Bay
Company that has anchored in the Fraser

River—for us St0:10, this is where Canada

begins. The boat carries a mix of Que-
becois, Hawaiian, British, Métis, Aben-
aki, and Iroquois labourers. These men

have come to build Fort Langley, where

British Columbia will one day be found-
ed as its own colony. But—though their
descendants might tell you the land was

untouched —they are in S’olh Temexw

and they work opposite Kwantlen, which

is my home First Nation. The construc-
tion they start that day is the first act of
foreign rule in our country.

George Barnston was a surveyor for
the Hudson’s Bay Company and an
important (if undervalued) member of
the Cadboro’s crew. One of Barnston’s
duties was to keep Fort Langley’s log-
book, a diary of sorts. Back in July 1827,
Barnston briefly mentioned the settle-
ment but spent the majority of his entry
discussing the fishing practices of my an-
cestors and the ancestors of those I was
catching salmon with:

We procured from the Indians to-
day for the first time a supply of fresh
sturgeon, which are as large here as
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in the Columbia. The Spears made
use of in killing them are sometimes
fifty feet long, running into a fork at
the end, on the two claws of which,
are fixed Barbs pointed occasionally
with iron, but oftener with a piece
of shell. When the fish is struck the
Barbs are unshipped, and being at-
tached in the middle by a cord which
is carried along the spear and held by
the Fisherman, they are drawn across
the wound in the same manner as a
Whale Harpoon, and the Fish when
exhausted is drawn up and killed.

It makes sense that the very first
meaningful interaction between our
two peoples was about food harvesting.
It is alluded to in our name for them:
xwelitem—the hungry people. Our an-
cestors gave that name to the starving
white miners who came begging at our
towns for food during the first winter
of the Fraser River gold rush, and it’s a
name that has come to be used for all
non-Natives.

On Tuesday, August 14, Barnston rec-
ords the ongoing construction of the fort
and the first purchase of dried salmon
from our people. That salmon would un-
doubtedly have come from my family’s
stores and would be prepared in the same
way as now.

How to prepare a salmon: the fish is gut-
ted and the head and tail are removed and
saved, along with the roe. The sides are then
salted, rubbed with a mixture of local herbs
(the secret part of the family recipe), and
roasted over a fire for five minutes per side
before being cold smoked over cedar. When
complete, the flesh is slightly sticky and
sweet—smoky, but not too much.

St6:10 of that era ate their salmon with
asalad oflocal greens, berries, and a root
vegetable called skous, which tastes sim-
ilar to a Yukon Gold potato. Barnston
records the skous-harvesting season in
his journals along with many other nat-
ural observations. His time in my coun-
try inspired him to become a naturalist.
He amassed a vast collection of flora and
fossils from the Americas, specimens
that are housed at Montreal’s Redpath
Museum and have found their way into

the collections of the Smithsonian and
the British Museum.

While in my country, Barnston married
Ellen Matthews, the daughter of a fur
trader and a wealthy First Nations mer-
chant from the Chinook town of Clatsop,
Oregon, which is down the coast from Fort
Langley. (Clatsop is an anglicized Chi-
nook word, tit'cap, which means “place of
dried salmon.”) They had eleven children,
the two most notable being James Barn-
ston and John George Barnston. James
earned a degree in medicine and was

F YOU HAVE A MOMENT, browse

Wikipedia’s “Timeline of Historic

Inventions.” It includes the cultiva-
tion of rice in China, the invention of
the wheel in Mesopotamia, and hun-
dreds of other creations from all over
the world —but none from the Americas.
Believing that we’re transparent in the
landscape renders our achievements in-
visible to the world. Redo the timeline
with a knowledge of our peoples, and
the cultivation of corn and potatoes will
earn a mention, and the creation of the

the first curator of McGill’s herbarium,
which the university now advertises as
“the oldest research museum of dried
plant specimens in Canada.” John George
Barnston ran, successfully, in an 1872 by-
election, which becomes very significant
if youremember that his mother is Ellen
Matthews, daughter of a Chinook mer-
chant—making John George one quarter
First Nations and the (hitherto uncred-
ited) first Indigenous person to serve as
amember of the BC legislature.

John George would likely reject that
distinction: the Barnston children ap-
peared to be entirely alienated from their
Indigenous heritage. This is exemplified
in James’s description of the pursuit of
botany in a lecture to his students at Mc-
Gill. The Canadian wilderness, he told
them, is a “paradise . . . filled with crea-
tures yet to be named.”

three-dimensional khipu writing system
will appear. The invention of spindle
whorls among the Salish, Aztec math-
ematics, and Haudenosaunee consti-
tutional federalism will all have a place.

Contrary to what people like Barn-
ston thought, we have names for every-
thing here—many of them representing
achievements that should have a place
next to any Mesopotamian creation.
These names persist even today: potato,
maize, avocado, tomato, tobacco, choco-
late, quinoa, quinine, cocaine, and many
more. Things created by Indigenous
peoples.

Research in recent decades has shown
the extent to which the environment in
the Americas was crafted by Indigen-
ous people. A 2017 study, published
in the journal Science, found that the
single greatest artifact of Indigenous
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—opium, Scottish

Presbyterian gangster shit,
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profile for toothpaste, incidentally.
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make it rotate. I'm not

no Airbnb nigga,

I went to driving school,
drove a plug-in hybrid

sports car by Porsche

in my mind, 918 Spyder

maximum torque insect in my mind,
fastest electric coffin ever maimed.
All my niggas blew up like a propane

except me.

The cockpit is above

the mounds of fabric, ruffling

my waxen face.

I have a great LeBron face

for you.

And you, and you, and you.

agriculturalists is the Amazon rainforest:

researchers identified eighty-five differ-
ent fruit- or nut-bearing trees that were

domesticated by the Amazon’s Native in-
habitants. What is seen by some as a wil-
derness is actually, over large tracts, an

overgrown orchard —one made wild by
the disease and depopulation that came

with European contact.

The process of domesticating plants
is what turned a bitter red berry into
strawberries. It’s how the people of the
Balsas River Valley, in southern Mexico,
turned a wheat-like grass with small

grains, called teosinte, into corn. It’'s how
ancient civilizations from Ancon-Chillo,
in modern-day Peru, made a relative of
toxic nightshade into potatoes. It took
the raw ingredients of this continent and,
through the patient work of generations
of Indigenous farmers, created half of the
fruits and vegetables cultivated in the
world today. Pretty and dumb, indeed.
Native innovation and technology also
developed new ways of growing food.
It was the Quechua who pioneered the
use of “wanu,” or guano—nitrogen fer-
tilizer made from bird droppings. Wars

were fought and empires built when the

foreigners discovered its value: in 1856,
the US passed the Guano Islands Act,
granting any American citizen the right

to seize any unclaimed island anywhere

in the world if it was found to have guano

on it. It’s thanks to that fertilizer (and

the artificial versions of it that followed

the resource’s depletion at the end of
the nineteenth century) that non-Native

farmers caught up with their counter-
parts in the Indigenous Americas and

more than doubled their agricultural

output in the course of a century.

European farmers of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries had to leave as
much as half of their fields empty at any
time so as not to exhaust their growing
potential. They were also overreliant on
grain as one of their few sources of nu-
trition. The result was that, in England
alone, between 1523 and 1623, there were
seventeen major famines. The addition
of Indigenous agricultural methods and
foods domesticated by Indigenous people
changed that. Where in the past, a study
in Nature found, European farmers could
feed 1.9 people per hectare, with our help
they could now feed 4.3. Writing in Smith-
sonian Magazine, Charles C. Mann con-
cludes that, with Indigenous peoples’
sharing of their domesticated foods and
agricultural technology, “the revolution
begun by potatoes, corn, and guano has
allowed living standards to double or
triple worldwide even as human num-
bers climbed from fewer than one bil-
lion in 1700 to some seven billion today.”

These foods and technologies weren’t
gifted to Europe: they were sometimes
stolen, but often they were the objects
of trades, like those Barnston was tasked
with documenting at Fort Langley. On
Thursday, August 2, 1827, Barnston rec-
ords the following exchange: “Two hun-
dred weight of sturgeon was traded for,
with red baize, axes, knives and buttons
which, with the exception of blankets and
ammunition, are articles in greatest re-
quest with the Indians here.”

Barnston is describing a trade that
forms part of what is called the Colum-
bian Exchange. To non-Natives, this is
an event characterized by the transfer
of advanced European technology and
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practices to the Americas in exchange
for our land. They think of it as some-
thing like a gift, an act of supreme be-
nevolence. Gratitude was and continues
to be expected.

Back during the Columbus quincen-
tennial, one commentator wrote, in
the Ottawa Citizen, that “whatever the
problems it brought, the vilified west-
ern culture also brought undreamed-of
benefits, without which most of today’s
Indians would be infinitely poorer or not
even alive.”

Non-Natives tend to exaggerate the
difference between their cultures and
Indigenous cultures, and they downplay
the dynamism of Indigenous peoples.
In a recent discussion about Native
people on his popular podcast, Joe Ro-
gan—who is, according to the Guardian,
quite possibly “the world’s highest paid
broadcaster” —said: “If no one came to
America, if the world just stayed in Eur-
ope and Asia and the way it had been be-
fore Columbus and before the Pilgrims
and all that shit, these people would
probably still be living like that....It’s
incredible to think there were millions
and millions of members of different
tribes living in this country, basically
like Stone Age people.”

These people are wrong for too
many different reasons to count, but
two stand out. The first is what exactly
Europe brought to the table. Before 1492,
the average English family lived in a

HIGH INTEREST

AND NO MONTHLY FEES?
THAT'S HOW SMART
MONEY MULTIPLIES.

» Sign up in minutes at eqgbank.ca

Bank

windowless shanty with dirt floors and
a grass roof. They made their clothes at
home and, when they weren’t starving,
subsisted on a few domesticated animals
and gruel for much of the year (there
were some vegetables in the warmer
months). Looking back at Wikipedia’s

“Timeline of Historic Inventions,” in the
decades preceding first contact, one of
the greatest technological advancements
in Europe was the button.

Non-Natives like to think that the May-
flower had Wi-Fi, that the Nifia, the Pinta,
and the Santa Maria brought with them
consumer goods, Facebook, and nuclear
medicine. In reality, they brought very
little from Europe that Natives wanted
beyond weapons and metalwork.

The second error non-Natives make
when discussing the Columbian Exchange
is in omitting what Indigenous peoples
sent to Europe. They didn’t just get our
land. What we sent in agricultural know-
how was the key to the growth in the cen-
turies that followed their arrival in our
countries, raising them out from beneath
their grass roofs and setting the stage
for the world’s material development.

HE DEPARTMENT of Fisheries and
Oceans swarms our fleet the next
few days out on the river, looking for
any little mistake in order to file charges.
Video emerges on Native social media
showing armed DFoO officers fighting
Native fishermen and going for their guns.

Their agents meet us onshore and try
to trick us into selling to them. They do
this with all the guile and subtlety of In-
spector Clouseau, and no one falls for it.
When that fails, they invent charges,
claiming illegal nets are being used. DFO
officers move against the captain of the
fishing boat I was on. He is arrested for
having caught fish illegally, his nets de-
stroyed, and his catch thrown into the
river; he is later sentenced to commun-
ity service.

Again, another insult: that we don’t
know how to manage our own resource.
So they tell us when to fish, what to fish,
how to fish, and why to fish. Within their
narrow limits, we exercise our rights on
ariver named after us.

Among our catch is a sturgeon—two
metres long and impressive looking,
like the sturgeon that made up our first
recorded trade with the xwelitem, the
hungry people. Unfortunately, due to
the DFO’s incompetence, our sturgeon
are now nearly extinct, so once we are
clear of the nets that trail behind the
boats, we are forced to return it to the
river. It jumps above the waves and then
swims off. ==
ROBERT JAGO is an entrepreneur, an
occasional writer, and a member of the
Kwantlen First Nation and Nooksack
Indian Tribe. He is also the editor of
Terra Cognita (thewalrus.ca/terva-cognita),
anew Indigenous storytelling project.
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VISUAL ESSAY

Sisters

A complicated love story

TEXT AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY JAMILA NORITZ REYES

N MY FAMILY, there are three of us, each born

four years apart: Jamila, Inti, Dania. We’ve acted

as witnesses to one another’s lives, from early

childhood to adolescence to, now, adulthood.

As the eldest, I've had the longest opportun-

ity to observe all the ways our personalities have
changed as childhood qualities are shed and new iden-
tities emerge. We are all very much alike at times—in
our anxieties, in our responses to stress—but we are
different people, and our relationships are not always
equal. Inti and Dania, now twenty and sixteen, have
a closer level of understanding: their bond is one that
I admire, though I struggle to feel part of it. Recently,
I've used my photography to examine our relationships
and our upbringing. I want to piece together the causes
and effects that have shaped who we are as individuals
and as sisters.
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There’s an intimacy to sisterhood, one
you can’t find elsewhere. Since the three
of us were very young, we’ve fought—
it’s what siblings do, and it never really
ends. I had one such fallout with Inti
last March, and the two of us stopped
speaking entirely. It started out of those
typical bad habits common between sis-
ters: one takes the other’s belongings
without asking, lies when confronted.
But conflicts among family are an ac-
cumulation, and this problem that at
first seemed so small just snowballed.
Ultimately, we shunned each other for
eleven months—a feat, considering we
live together. It was only this past Feb-
ruary, toward the start of the pandemic,
that we finally made amends. The re-
connection, when it came, was instant.
I could tell how much she’d been hold-
ing back by the amount of energy she
exuded while sharing almost a year’s
worth of stories.

My sisters and I still live under the
same roof in Toronto, but it’s just a matter
of time until I move away and build a life
of my own. The kitchen will no longer
be a place of reunion, where we meet to
talk about our days, listen to music, or
do our homework. I will miss my sisters’
energy, feeling their presence as soon
as I come through the door. But sister-
hood is inseparable. Things will change;
it’s inevitable. Still, we will always find
one another. e
JAMILA NORITZ REYES is a photog-
rapher based in Toronto. Her work
focuses on family dynamics, memory,
and perceptions of reality.
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Natural connection

uilding a positive relationship

with nature has never been

more important. Research
suggests that connecting with the
natural world supports well-being and
promotes personal happiness. Not
only can getting outdoors help boost
our own health, it can also motivate
us to protect the country’s green
spaces, waterways and wildlife.

The Nature Conservancy of
Canada (NCC) has a mission to
inspire us all to safeguard and
enjoy the natural world. As the
nation’s leading land conservation
organization, NCC partners with
individuals, corporations, Indigenous
communities and governments
to protect Canada’s natural areas
and help the country’s treasured
plants and wildlife thrive. Their
work encourages others to join
them in protecting the country’s
land and water systems by offering
ways to connect with the natural
environment.

Enjoying the world around us

doesn’t have to mean hardcore
backcountry camping (though that’s
an enjoyable option for some).

Anyone can appreciate nature by
exploring city parks and green spaces,
taking physical fitness routines to the
great outdoors, volunteering outside,
pursuing outdoor activities with family,
and learning more about nature and
wildlife through art, literature and the
people that inspire us.

To help people understand their
connection to nature, NCC created a
quiz that shows what kind of activities
might be most fun for different
personalities. We challenged six
famous Canadians to take it and,
interestingly, they're all Next Level
Naturalists, meaning nature plays a
big role in their lives.

You may also find that enjoying
the outdoors is a bigger part of your
own life since the pandemic began.
Whatever your relationship to the
natural world, let’s all continue to
respect provincial health guidelines
for travel and physical distancing.

How do you
connect
with nature?

Using scientific research,
NCC’s Nature Quiz tells you
what your relationship to the
natural world says about you.

Tom Jackson
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chancellor of Trent
University, officer of
the Order of Canada.
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current Canadian record holder

for the marathon.

= anR AD,
Q,\’(' Oc.

Indoor
Enthusiast

You may think you’re more into
tech, but you’re also open to
experiencing nature — if given
the right opportunity.

(Al

. 3
“Tuge sco®

Armchair
Advocate

When it comes to nature, relaxed

is how you roll. From scenic views

to stunning photography, you
appreciate our planet’s beauty.

1 natureconservancy.ca

NATURE

CANADA



SPECIAL NATURE CONSERVANCY OF CANADA SUPPLEMENT

Great Big
Naturalist

Les Stroud Denise Donlon
Creator and star of Business executive,
Survivorman, musician author, member of
and author. the Order of Canada.

Jill Barber Jesse Thistle
Singer, songwriter, Author, professor, advocate
three-time Juno for people experiencing

nominee. homelessness.

Casual Next Level
Cultivator Naturalist
You've experienced the benefits You take “nature lover” to a whole
of nature. Sometimes life just new level. From daily routines to your
gets in the way, making it sense of self, the natural world plays
tougher to connect. a centralrole in your life.

E NATURE
V CONSERVANCY natureconservancy.ca 2

CANADA



8o

EYE OF THE NEEDLE

Weathering:
Schmetterlinge,
installation and
detail views,
2014-2015

IMAGES COURTESY OF THE ARTIST
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RAMATIC SWIRLS OF

white thread bind

rain-soaked clouds,

bolts of blue and
green trap intense winds, and
atmospheric pressure fluctuates
moodily on pearly-grey linen.
Running stitches patiently
over her hand-painted fabrics,
Vancouver-based artist Bet-
tina Matzkuhn brings a sense
of stillness to something ever
changing. Matzkuhn’s series
Weathering includes a collection

FEATURED ARTIST

Eye of the
Needle

Bettina Matzkuhn maps the weather
one stitch at a time

BY ABI HAYWARD

going sailing with her family
every weekend in British Col-
umbia. She also learned how
to connect what was on a map
with what was in front of her.
She understood, for example,
that the narrowing contour lines
on a topographic map signalled
steep mountains ahead. Geog-
raphy became the context for
how she saw the world, and
she’s been exploring the sci-
ence with her art ever since.
At age ten, she embroid-

of shifting weather patterns and
climate phenomena embroidered onto
twelve vibrant textile pieces all shaped
like butterflies; the resulting kaleido-
scope of fabric is called Schmetterlinge,
the German word for butterflies.

For Matzkuhn, the elaborate work is
a way to slow down and document the
world as it changes around her. “The
glacial pace of embroidery suits me,”

she says. “It’s like thinking with your
hands.” Each piece might take weeks
to complete. With a needle and thread,
Matzkuhn is trying to understand, worry
about, and celebrate our natural systems.

Matzkuhn first learned to read the
weather from her father, a refugee from
East Germany, in the sixties. The tex-
tile artist practically grew up on a boat,

ered a cross-section of Canada
onto the strap of her guitar—a journey
from the Atlantic Ocean, across the flat
expanse of the Prairies, to the forest-
carpeted mountains of BC. After study-
ing art at Camosun College, in Victoria,
in the seventies, she made several ex-
perimental films for the National Film
Board, using animation to bring her tap-
estries and textiles to life and to record

N
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Matzkuhn used paint and
embroidery to create each
Schmetterling. The pieces are
based on a type of map known
as the Waterman butterfly
projection.

her ocean-going childhood. At
forty, she sewed scenes from
a2,300-kilometre solo bike trip,

“The glacial pace of
embroidery suits me,”
Matzkuhn says.
“It's like thinking with
your hands.”

for collecting impaled butter-
flies in cabinets. “The world is
fragile,” she says, reflecting on
Schmetterlinge.

On hiking trips, Matzkuhn
has noticed glaciers receding,
seen cedars turning brown from
drought, watched the spread
of the tree-killing mountain
pine beetle, and breathed

from BC to the Yukon, onto a
spool of cloth. Then, in her mid-fifties,
she embroidered four sets of twelve-foot
sails as a memorial to her seafaring father.

Just as her father had unravelled the
mysteries of the winds in a boat’s sails,
meteorologist Uwe Gramann helped
Matzkuhn decipher the language of
meteorology for Weathering. Matzkuhn
gave Gramann a textile piece depicting
a cumulonimbus cloud (or a thunder-
cloud) as a thank you for a crash course
on weather maps. One of the resources
Gramann shared with her was the
online data visualization that inspired

Schmetterlinge to take flight: a series of
differently shaped maps displaying data
such as wind speed, temperature, pre-
cipitation, and carbon dioxide. One of
them was the Waterman butterfly pro-
jection—an update to the Cahill butterfly
projection that seeks to display the world
without distorting the shapes of'its con-
tinents. The map is shaped like a butterfly,
but sewing its edges together turns it into
a polyhedron, a three-dimensional rep-
resentation of Earth.

As soon as Matzkuhn saw the projec-
tion, she thought of the Victorian craze

the smoke of worsening wild-
fires—all effects of climate change
in BC. In a world increasingly defined
by climate emergencies and a public
health crisis, understanding our im-
pact on the planet can feel complicated.
Matzkuhn’s work encourages us to take
the time to linger and to wonder about
our fragile world—piece by piece, with
careful hands. ¥

ABI HAYWARD is the former Ross/
Gordey fellow at The Walrus. She is cur-
rently the assistant editor at Canadian
Geographic.
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Not Recommended

What columnists have lost in the age of algorithms

BY RUSSELL SMITH
ILLUSTRATION BY SAM ISLAND

AST NOVEMBER, I stopped

writing a regular column on

art and culture for the Globe

and Mail, my job for almost

twenty years. Nobody noticed. I did
not receive a single reader’s letter. [ had
a polite message from my section editor.
He was sorry things didn’t work out and
hoped we could stay in touch. The note
contained no sense of symbolic occa-
sion. I knew what I did was no longer
important, either to the national cul-
ture or to the newspaper’s bottom line.
To be fair, my columns explored
aesthetic topics newspapers typically
avoided. I opted not to weigh in very
often on big moral questions of race and
gender. I didn’t cover Roman Polanski’s

child-rape charges, for example, or Jian

Ghomeshi’s trial for sexual assault.
Instead, I steered readers toward con-
troversies that weren’t headline news.
I'was drawn to the language used to dis-
cuss religion on Al Jazeera. I analyzed

American Apparel’s “anti-brand” market-
ing campaigns. I dismissed pop music as

the most conservative art form in exist-
ence. Creative tropes, I believed, were

political in unpredictable ways and just
asimportant to our intellectual landscape

as the left/right punditry dailies usually
traffic in. When Alice Walker published

an antisemitic poem, Ididn’t talk about
antisemitism but instead explored the

poem’s similarity—along with much new
verse—to a Twitter thread.

For a while, it worked. My column
netted me invitations to TV news
shows. I was asked to speak at confer-
ences on new music and editing.  made
enemies too. When I called school spirit
anti-intellectual, dozens of students at
Queen’s University protested, either by
letter or video. Indeed, triggering furious
responses seemed my forte. The fiction
writer Rebecca Rosenblum wrote, in
Canadian Notes & Queries, that my col-
umns were “about starting a fight.”

But, several years ago, I began to worry
my readership was falling off. I would
run into middle-aged people at functions
and they would say, “I miss reading you
in the Globe!” and I would say, “I'm still
there, weekly, in the arts section,” and
they would say, “Ah, I get it on my phone,
and you don’t come up on the app.” Out
in Halifax, my mother couldn’t read me
anymore after the Globe stopped offering
a paper edition in the Atlantic provinces,
in 2017. I taught graduate students in
writing, and I had given up on expecting
them to know I wrote for a national daily.
They rarely seemed to read newspapers,
and certainly not that one.

My increasing feelings of irrelevance
also came with a corresponding pressure
to cover what, for me, were the less and
less interesting topics that my editors
felt would be better at maintaining my
impact—general-interest arts stories and
mainstream popular culture. That pres-
sure, I felt, came largely from the huge
moving electronic graph that now hangs
over most newsrooms, tracking the arti-
cles causing the most reader interest in
real time.

Today, I see my two-decade career as
an allegory of how the digital age—and es-
pecially its omnipresent “metrics” —has
changed what we read. I wanted to open
the doors to private clubs. But, at a cer-
tain point, it became clear that no one
wanted to walk through anymore.

the only time something so un-

abashedly highbrow could have been
conceived for newsprint. The National
Post had just launched, and we were in
the throes of a newspaper war. The Post
was irreverent and colourful. Its style was

I PITCHED the column in 1999, maybe
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reminiscent of British papers, in which wit
was as valuable as investigative scoops.
It loved quirky copy. It had more illustra-
tions. Its cartoons were funnier. Suddenly,
our national newspaper looked staid.

The owners of the Globe responded by
bringing in a publisher battle-hardened
in the trenches of the highly competitive
UK newspaper market. He brought in
a British editor-in-chief. Forty-three at
the time, Richard Addis had an affable
private-school charm and began recruit-
ing writers as much for their glamour as
for their journalism. Over lunch, I told
him I'wanted my focus to be international
and intellectual. I told him I'would be the
bridge between suburban Canada and
the violent paganism of Norwegian black
metal. I made it clear I wouldn’t touch
mainstream culture—no pop music, no
celebrities, no Hollywood movies.

He smiled and told me to start in
a week. I was soon joined by Leah
McLaren, who began to chronicle her
life as a young woman in the city—a life
almost completely unrepresented in the
old and male newspaper at that time.
Lynn Crosbie also signed up to write a
column about celebrity culture, in which
she used a densely literary style to com-
pare people like Britney Spears to heroes
of classical mythology. All of a sudden,
Canadian newspapers were sexier—less
sober, less policy focused, less Canadian.

The economic crash of 2008 changed
everything. Print sales were sinking.
Freelancers writing for dailies feared
the collapse would take them down too.
I had no contract, no security. I was in-
voicing every week for $800. My editor
at that time, Andrew Gorham, told me
that I had to take a pay cut of $100 per
week. Iwas spending a day on the column
and filling the rest of the week with other
freelance work to pay my rent. I could
take it or leave it. I took it.

In 2010, the waves of departures
started. In 2013, sixty Globe employees
took buyout offers. In 2014, eighteen pos-
itions were cut, including nine editorial
jobs. In 2016, the publisher announced
he was looking for forty staffers to take
voluntary buyouts. Three years later,
$10 million in labour costs needed to be
cut, which led to more buyouts. (Gorham

took one last year.) Lucky to still have any
regular pay, I stuck at it. I outlasted four
editors-in-chief'and nine section editors.

My beat probably helped me survive.
Both at the Globe and across Canada,
there wasn’t a lot of competition for
what I was doing. I was providing a lot
of content—content that helped main-
tain the paper’s literary brand —for very
cheap. But a new arts editor, who came
on board around 2016, displayed increas-
ing concern for me. My guess, based on
all his talk about “engagement,” was that
he was getting pressure from manage-
ment about my weak numbers. The Globe
had, by then, developed Sophi, its own
analytic software. Sophi tallies how much
of an article is read, how many times it is
shared and commented on, and most im-
portantly, whether it being behind a pay-
wall spurs anyone to buy a subscription.

Articles that show low engagement
typically get sidelined in favour of pieces
that show more, a measurement that,
along with all of the above, takes into
account the click-through rate, or CTR.

“You’re looking at your analytics,” Gor-
ham explained to me, “and you're say-
ing, Holy shit, this story’s got a high CTR,
let’s move it forward. Surface it—share
it on Facebook, put it on the home page,
release a news alert, put it in the news-
letter.” That support is key to keeping en-
gagement up. “If we don’t juice it,” he
said, “it just evaporates.”

In practice, this ensures the less read
become even less read. It creates what
one might call popularity polarization:
afew piecesrise to the top, leaving the rest
to fend for themselves. With print, this
didn’t happen as much. Flipping pages,
you would see every article somewhere.
But, on your phone, you scroll through
what’s been selected for you. And that se-
lection likely reflects a ruthless narrowing
of editorial values and priorities. “You
don’t try to do everything for everyone,”
is how Gorham described it. “It’s all about
swinging for the fences. Don’t hit sin-
gles, don’t play small ball. You pick your
one and you hit it hard.” For the Globe, it
meant more resources going to major, so-
cially relevant projects, such as Unfounded,
Robyn Doolittle’s two-year investigation
into unprosecuted sexual assaults.

My clever musings on the relevance
of the opera Don Giovanni in the age of
#MeToo were not exactly “big” in that
sense. But I still believed that a news-
paper can and should cover both sexual
assault and the arts. If Iwanted to keep
writing, I needed to push my numbers up.

So, last summer, I paid several visits
to the Globe’s gleaming new offices to
chat with my boss about what I might
do. I saw what a contemporary news-
room looks like. If you walk the full floor
of the Globe, you'll see, along the pillars,
five or six big screens; even the coffee ar-
ea has two of them. These are Sophi’s
HUDs, the head-up displays of the huge
brain. Featuring a graph with moving
lines, each screen shows engagement,
in real time, with the stories currently
on the paper’s website. The top line is
usually breaking Canadian news: the Fort
McMurray fires, say, or the shooting on
Parliament Hill. The more provocative
political-opinion writers might consti-
tute the second line. I was here to see if
my 1,500-word feuilletons on machine
art in Hamburg or new internet slang
could break into those rankings.

That idea of engagement, however,
made my heart race. It wasn’t at all what
connecting with readers used to mean to
me. If my ideas were being discussed in
academic papers, if I was giving bloggers
strokes, if I was annoying the powers that
be at Heritage Canada or in the upper
floors of the CBC, that, to me, was engage-
ment. That was how I measured my in-
fluence on the culture. But one thing that
Sophi does not weight differently is read-
ers. All readers are effectively the same:
a click is a click, whether it comes from
your mouse or from Margaret Atwood’s.
So Sophi cannot measure engagement in
my twentieth-century sense.

My editor suggested a new focus.
Would I like to be a weekly books colum-
nist? Of course, there was no extra money.
Itried for a few months, but my reading
couldn’t keep up with the deadlines. My
editor relented and allow me to expand my
scope and cover varied arts subjects—as
long as they were Canadian. According to
Sophi, Canadian subjects got the most en-
gagement. Maybe so, but the issues [ was
interested in—the influence of technology
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on art or the echoing of long-vanished art
schools—were mostly playing out on an
international stage; I couldn’t find enough
examples of these things from Canada
alone. I feared that, if Thad to write about
only Canada, I would end up with the do-
goody stuff the cBC is stuck with: the short-
list for a Responsible Fiction prize or a play
about fighting transphobia in Edmonton,
not the glamour of a rude French novel-
ist or a noise-and-sex festival in Tokyo.

The week we were negotiating, an
international arts scandal exploded: the
Nobel Prize in Literature was awarded to
Peter Handke, an apologist for Slobodan
Milo$evié, Serbia’s former strongman who
was tried for genocide in the wake of the
Yugoslav Wars. Condemnation dominated
arts news and blogs around the world.
It was exactly the sort of thing I would
have been asked to do a hot take on. But
my editor confirmed that they weren’t
assigning it to anyone. The outrage, I gath-
ered, wasn’t Canadian enough to merit
comment. It was at that point I realized
there was no longer a role for me.

OST MAJOR news outlets in
Canada share the conviction
that their primary arts focus

should be Canadian. After all, foreign
papers won't cover that play in Edmon-
ton. Also, people no longer turn to one
journal for information. If they want to
read up on an international controversy,
they have their pick of brilliant critics in
The New Yorker, the Guardian, and hun-
dreds of blogs and podcasts, all streaming
to their phones, often for free. The web,
in other words, is awash in opinion. Once
Iwent behind a paywall, even my friends
moved on. They can read Hilton Als, Jerry
Saltz, and A.O. Scott any time they want.
One could argue that, given the easy
access to international opinion, a Can-
adian viewpoint is even more vital. Why
not stake out a role as one of a handful
of commentators on homegrown art?
Well, there’s a paradox in the local-only
approach: Canadian artists are not isola-
tionists. They want a show in New York as
much as anyone. They readily accept resi-
dencies in Stockholm and New Zealand.
Ask a Canadian composer her biggest
influence and she is just as likely to drop

an American or Japanese name as a Can-
adian one. It strikes me, then, as simple-
minded to think that covering only the arts
that exist within our borders is to actually
cover our arts. Qur arts are international.
So, if a newspaper is national, it must be
international as well, just as our artists are.

I don’t mean to propose that my dis-
appearance should be cause for concern.
I'had a good run. But I worry about ana-
lytics driving editorial decisions. Most
media outlets (including The Walrus)
pay close attention to what generates
traffic—any journal that doesn’t is likely
to fail. But trusting that data to curate con-
tent is another matter: algorithms that tell
us which topics are trending don’t merely
reflect trends; they can also help create
them. In winnowing out the slightly ob-
scure or difficult, algorithms ensure it can
never be popular. If no one is ever told that
electronic music or postmodern archi-
tecture are significant topics, then those
things have a reduced chance of being
treated as significant. The newspaper’s
role as arbiter is diminished. Simply put,
if your metrics tell you the provincial is
the most important thing, your journal
will likely become provincial. In trying
to be “bigger,” you can get smaller too.

It became clear to me that Thadn’t been
read by my peers for quite a while. It is
quite possible that interest in the intel-
lectual had tailed off in the population at
large, but I find that hard to believe. The
internet has shown us that the oddest of
subcultures and smallest of niches can
develop followings. The reading I come
across in my social media feeds now is, in
fact, more cerebral than ever. The great
papers of the world still seem to want to
participate in the conversations academ-
ics and underground artists are having.

No, I don’t think readers weren’t inter-
ested. It’s that they were told not to be
interested. The algorithms had already
decided my subjects were not breaking
news. Those algorithms then ensured
that they would never be. When I took my
final bow, the room was already empty.
RUSSELL SMITH is the author of nine
books and has been nominated for the
Trillium Prize, the Governor General’s
Award, and the Giller Prize.
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My Other Mother

My nanny helped raise me. Now it’s time for me to get to know her children

BY WILLIAM PANG

HAT DID YOU
know about me
when you were
young?” L asked
Angel. The question had been on
my mind for years.

“That she took care of you day
and night,” Angel replied.

I smiled awkwardly, not quite

sure what to say. Growing up in
Hong Kong, I'd had all the love and
attention from Angel’s mother, my
former live-in nanny, that a child could
expect, whereas Angel saw her mother
for only three weeks a year, when her

“é

mother would fly home to the Philippines.
I'd thought that, after my nanny re-

tired, she would finally get to parent her
own children. But, when I visited Auntie

Zeny’s house, last December, I was sur-

prised to see that her living room was

plastered with relics from my childhood,

including a foam Mufasa with its head
half severed and a stained Santa Claus
refrigerator magnet that used to hang
on our fridge door.

Her real name is Zenaida Bantugon,

but my family always called her Auntie
Zeny. She started taking care of me
when I was born, and she stayed with
my family for over fifteen years. Back
then, both my parents had careers and
worked long hours, so whether it was
changing diapers, picking me up from

school, or steaming fish Chinese style,
Auntie Zeny had to do it mostly by herself.

The only time she took off, aside from

her annual vacation, was on Sundays,

when she would put on makeup, douse

herselfin perfume, and head to church.

Despite the time Auntie Zeny and
I spent together, she wasn’t family. For

-
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one, we were rarely in the same room
with my mom and dad. Auntie Zeny did
not join us for meals, eating instead in
the kitchen, at a small table affixed to
the washing machine. I remember lin-
gering around the kitchen and wondering
why she ate alone. She would smile and
motion me back to the dining room. They
are your parents; I am not, was the point
she seemingly wanted to make clear.
At the time, it was hard to think of her
as anything but a mother, one who was
solely mine. Although I vaguely knew
that she had several children, I couldn’t
be bothered to ask about them; she was,
as Angel said, with me day and night. In
the hours before my parents came home
from work, Auntie Zeny would take the
chopping boards to the dining table and
listen to me complain about classmates,
friends, and homework as she worked
her way through the choy sum and gai
lan—vegetables she knew I liked. Look-
ing back, all I can imagine are her four
kids crowded around the phone, fighting
to hear their mother’s voice once a week,
knowing the international calling card
could expire any minute and cut them off.
The rare times I saw her acts of love
for these faraway children were during

our monthly trips to a Western
Union branch—where [ remember
whining about the wait as Auntie
Zeny stood in line, chequebook in
hand—or whenever I watched her
seal a shipping box overstuffed with
soaps, snacks, and other sundries
to send home.

When I visited Auntie Zeny over
the holidays, I also met some of
her kids, now grown up. I had ex-
pected to be greeted with animos-
ity, perhaps due to my lingering guilt
for having taken time away from their
mom for all those years. To my relief,
they spoiled me, serving me big portions
at every shared meal—the love language
of Filipinos—and surveilling my bowls
of stir-fry noodles to make sure I was
ready for seconds.

This past January, I flew to Alberta,
where Angel now lives, to get to know her
a bit better. She’d spent a few years living
with my family in Hong Kong, starting
when I was a kid and she was in her
twenties. But I'd never really under-
stood how she and her siblings related
to their mother after spending so much
time apart. Nor do I think I will ever truly
grasp what they had to go through with-
out Auntie Zeny by their side.

As Angel and I talked, I could see

that, as a mother, she was determined
to spend every moment at the side of
her two playful boys. It reminded me of
Auntie Zeny’s propensity to share love
unconditionally. @
WILLIAM PANG is a writer based in
Montreal. His work has been pub-
lished in the Globe and Mail and the
Toronto Star.
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